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ABSTRACT 
The growing population of Latino students in the United States requires a focus 
on culturally relevant practices for teaching Latino students. The purpose of this study 
was to investigate music educators’ Latino cultural knowledge and their use of that 
knowledge for teaching Latino students. Ladson-Billings’ (1995b) theory of culturally 
relevant pedagogy frames this study. Three questions guided this study. First, what 
cultural knowledge do music educators hold about Latino students and the communities 
in which they teach? Second, how do music educators use cultural knowledge to inform 
their pedagogical practice with Latino students? Finally, what specific culturally relevant 
pedagogical practices are enacted by music educators for teaching Latino students? To 
address the research questions, I interviewed three music teachers and observed their 
teaching practices. Interviews with a sample of the teachers’ Latino students also 
informed the study. I utilized elements of portraiture to present the data through vignettes 
followed by discussions and personal reflections. An analysis of the data through the lens 
of culturally relevant pedagogy revealed numerous methods that music educators 
frequently used when teaching Latino students. After I categorized those methods and 
	  viii 
aligned them with current research on core instructional practices, a list emerged of 12 
culturally relevant core instructional practices that facilitate learning for Latino students. 
Based on the findings of this study, I recommend that teachers take an asset-based 
approach when working with Latino students and families, understand and make 
distinctions between Latino cultures, find ways to communicate effectively with Latino 
students and families, implement Latino language and culture into class curriculum, and 
enact characteristics of caring for Latino students. In addition, teacher education 
programs may benefit from developing courses in culturally relevant pedagogy 
specifically for working with Latino students.  
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CHAPTER 1: PROLOGUE 
When my parents decided to move to the United States from Puerto Rico, I was a 
rosy-cheeked, bright-eyed seven-year-old who often wore my hair in pigtails. Although I 
attended a bilingual school for a few months in my home country, I was an emergent 
bilingual when I arrived. I was a brown-skinned, dark-haired, dark-eyed girl transplanted 
from a classroom where all of the students looked like me, to another world where only 
two or three whose appearance resembled mine. Very few spoke my language; not even 
my teacher could hold a conversation with me. Soon my teacher assigned my first friend, 
a fellow first-grader who was bilingual. She helped me with my schoolwork and 
translated what the teacher taught. When we sang songs, I shyly tried to sing along, not 
knowing everything I was saying. My parents, who were also learning to speak English, 
tried their best to communicate when they spoke with my teacher or attended school 
programs.  
I was not a discipline problem, nor was I one to draw much attention to myself, 
but my teacher did not allow my silence to let me fade into the background. She made 
sure I understood the content, and that I did the best I could to accomplish assigned tasks. 
I worked hard to master the English language, and, over that school year, I became fluent, 
even winning a school spelling bee. My success would not have been possible without 
the persistence of my teacher, the translation and help from my class peers, and consistent 
communication with my parents.  
By third grade, I was so accustomed to American culture and the English 
language that I did not even think of myself as a Latina. I was one of three Latinos in my 
	  2 
entire school. I maintained the language of my childhood, as we often spoke Spanish at 
home, yet, outside of our home, I portrayed an English-speaking, American persona. 
Sometimes my two cultures collided, like when my girlfriends would invite me to 
sleepovers on the weekends, and my parents would not allow it because in our culture we 
slept in our own homes at night. As a teenager, my friends would invite me to join them 
for an adult-free evening to watch a movie or go bowling on a Saturday night. This went 
against my home culture, as Latino teens typically socialized at home with their friends 
and families. My parents suggested that I invite everyone over to our house instead. 
Living between two worlds became the norm for me as I tried to balance what American 
society deemed as acceptable, while adhering to what my Latino home culture deemed 
acceptable.  
Although I did not realize it at the time, I now see that my teachers, especially in 
my early education, understood that helping me achieve took something more than a 
cookie-cutter teaching approach. They realized that to facilitate my success, their 
teaching approach would have to be different with me than with my peers. They utilized 
pedagogies (some seemingly small and insignificant, others more overt) that helped me 
succeed along the way. They ensured that I understood the presented material; they 
provided necessary support so that I had the means to communicate and demonstrate my 
understanding; they made learning meaningful to me; they related material to things I 
could understand; they paired me with a peer with whom I could communicate, and that 
she could explain content and homework assignments; and they made sure my parents 
understood the communications from the school and from my teacher. Teachers allowed 
	  3 
me to learn in my own language, while also being facilitated in my quest to learn the 
English language. My teachers understood that I was not dumb or a slow learner, but 
rather that teaching students like me required a different approach to ensure my academic 
success. 
Many years later, and now a music teacher myself, my identity lies heavily within 
my life’s work and my efficacy as an educator. I have taught students about music and 
music performance. I have also been involved in various aspects of teacher leadership, 
including hiring, mentoring, advising, and leading professional development. My career 
has enabled me to work within a variety of socio-economic school settings with diverse 
student populations representing a variety of ethnicities and racial backgrounds.  
In school settings with students of color, particularly with Latino and African 
American students, I have witnessed many new teachers leaving their jobs within two or 
three years of being hired. From my experience in mentoring and advising many newly 
hired teachers, some had legitimate reasons such as spouses being transferred to other 
jobs out of the area, family illnesses, or becoming a new parent. However, most teachers 
who left their jobs attributed leaving to the immense differences between their students 
and themselves. Some stated they could not relate to their students, others that the 
students were too difficult to manage. Teachers did not feel they could gain or maintain 
students’ attention for learning, and they felt students did not care about learning. Often, 
newly hired teachers sobbed in my office because they felt they did not know what to do 
to manage their classrooms or engage students in learning. On repeated occasions, I heard 
new teachers say they were never prepared in college for teaching students different from 
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themselves, and they did not feel they could relate to their students enough to gain their 
interest for the subject matter. 
Many teachers with whom I have worked emerged from teacher education 
programs never having had any contact with nor having worked with students of color, 
and they told me that they did not know what to do to capture and maintain students’ 
attention for classroom management and to facilitate student learning. Many told me that 
they wanted to teach in a suburban school, similar to the one they attended, where they 
would not need to concern themselves with learning how to teach students of other 
ethnicities, cultures, or race than themselves. The disparity that I often observed between 
teachers and students of various ethnicities led to my interest in the topic of my study. 
Wanting to experience stories both from teachers’ and students’ perspectives, I 
had conversations with Latino students where I learned that many of them experienced 
some of the same things I experienced as a child. I learned they too were precariously 
balancing two different cultures between home and school. Some of them, like me, found 
peer mentors helpful, while others served as bilingual mentors for their peers. I 
discovered that I had much more in common with Latino students in my study than I had 
even imagined. Their stories were my story. I had not anticipated re-living my own 
childhood memories as part of the process of understanding culturally relevant 
pedagogies enacted by teachers, nor had I initially realized how much gaining a deeper 
understanding of Latino students’ experiences was like looking at my younger self in a 
mirror. Yet, as I studied the actions of excellent music teachers, I saw many practices that 
resembled those that my early childhood teachers had enacted in helping me succeed.  
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CHAPTER 2: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
As of 2010, Latino1 students comprised approximately 20% of the student 
population in the United States, and researchers project that by 2050 the Latino 
population will grow to approximately 50% of the total student population (Fry, 2008). In 
fact, already in some areas one in four students identify as Latino (Nieto, 2012). 
Currently, Mexicans, just one of many subsets of the overall Latino population in the 
United States, are the largest immigrant group in the country, having doubled in 
population each decade from 1970 to 2000 (Osorio, 2016). 
In my teaching experience, I have seen an increase in the number of students of 
color in various schools, an accurate depiction of changing neighborhood demographics. 
I recently caught up with a colleague at a national conference, where she described 
drastic changes taking place in her school district. The population had changed within 
two years from almost 100% Caucasian to over 50% Latino. My colleague asked me for 
advice, wanting to know what to do with students who were from different cultures and 
backgrounds than her own, especially emergent bilingual students, an asset-based term 
coined to describe students who are not yet fluent in the English language (García, 2009). 
Rather than evaluating their English literacy as a deficit, García (2009) urged educators to 
consider the term “emergent bilingual” to refer to “the children’s potential in developing 
their bilingualism; it does not suggest a limitation or a problem in comparison to those 
who speak English” (p. 322). By viewing Latino individuals through this lens, “emergent 
                                                
1 I will be using the gender-neutral term “Latino” to refer to groups of people who identify as Mexican, 
Mexican American, Chicago, Puerto Rican, Cuban, or any other Hispanic, Latino, or Hispanic origin, 
unless a specific country or ethnicity is discussed by a participant. 
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bilinguals are seen as having an advantage over those who speak English only and for 
whom becoming bilingual will be more difficult” (García, 2009, p. 322). My colleague 
stated she was never prepared for this change in demographics and, even after 10 years as 
an educator, did not know exactly what to do to best serve shifting demographics. She 
was learning through trial and error, but wished there were answers that were more clear-
cut. 
The typical teacher in the United States was educated in a suburban or rural 
community where they had little or no exposure to different cultures (Abrahams & 
Schmidt, 2006; Doyle, 2014a; Emmanuel, 2005; Fitzpatrick, 2008, 2011; Kena et al., 
2014; Schwartz & Stiefel, 2011). Many of these novice music teachers feel that their pre-
service experiences left them inadequately prepared for culturally diverse teaching 
contexts (Fitzpatrick, 2008, 2011). 
Many new teachers decide to move on to different teaching situations or leave the 
teaching profession altogether within the first five years (Mixon, 2005). According to 
Ladson-Billings (2001), “One of the current concerns plaguing the nation’s schools is 
how to find teachers who are capable of teaching successfully in diverse classrooms” (p. 
12). This ability is important because inexperienced teachers who do not exhibit 
culturally relevant pedagogical practices perpetuate the “disconnect” between themselves 
and their students, resulting in environments where little learning can occur (Ladson-
Billings, 2001). Although a number of studies address the reasons behind music teacher 
attrition and mobility, few studies have documented the practices of music teachers who 
remain and use excellent teaching practices.  
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Much of the literature on cultural diversity and pedagogical practices focuses on 
culturally relevant teaching in settings with large populations of African Americans or, in 
many instances, the un-demographically specified “inner city.” However, the fastest-
growing population in the United States is the Latino population (Nieto, 2012; Nieto, 
Rivera, & Irizarry, 2012). There are very few studies on teaching in communities with 
large populations of Latino students (Banks et al., 2001; Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011; 
Gurgel, 2015; Howard, 2003; Shaw, 2012).  
During the last 20 years, multiple music education researchers have addressed 
issues of social justice (Baxter, 2007; Bradley, Golner, & Hanson, 2007; Gould, 2007; 
Jorgensen, 2007; Reimer, 2007; Richardson, 2007; Younker & Hickey, 2007), cultural 
diversity (Hoffman & Carter, 2013; Kruse, 2015), culturally relevant teaching (Aróstegui 
& Louro, 2009; Butler, Lind, & McKoy, 2007; Doyle, 2012, 2014b), culturally 
responsive teaching (Abril, 2009), cultural understanding (Akuno, 2000; Soto, Lum, & 
Campbell, 2009), cross-cultural competence (McKoy, 2013), and multicultural education 
(Feay-Shaw, 2000; McCrary, 2000).  
Several researchers have explored teachers’ uses of an asset-based approach, in 
which individuals focus on the good of a situation, extracting value from their 
observations. The use of this approach has been observed in preservice teacher education 
(Baxter, 2007; Emmanuel, 2003; Irizarry, 2011; Kruse, 2013) as well as within school 
classrooms (Gutstein, 2003; Gutstein, Lipman, Hernandez, & de los Reyes, 1997; 
Irizarry, 2007, 2015; Irizarry & Antrop-González, 2007, 2013; Irizarry & Raible, 2011; 
Rolón-Dow, 2005), and specifically music classrooms (Abril, 2009; Carlow, 2006; 
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Hoffman & Carter, 2013; Kelly-McHale, 2013; Shaw, 2015; Soto, Lum, & Campbell, 
2009).  
Although researchers have addressed the previously mentioned topics related to 
culturally relevant pedagogy, a thorough review of current literature reveals a scarcity of 
empirical research on music education for Latino students. Nieto et al. (2012) noted that 
“Given both the growing number of U.S.-born Latinos as well as the dramatically 
increasing number of newcomers, the need to confront the serious shortcomings of the 
education of Latinos has never been more urgent” (p. 4). Given the number of teachers 
with relatively little preparation for serving culturally diverse students and the 
unprecedented growth of Latino populations in school classrooms, a study is needed that 
focuses on an asset-based implementation of culturally relevant pedagogies for teaching 
Latino students. 
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 
Ladson-Billings’ (1995b) theory of culturally relevant pedagogy frames this 
study. Ladson-Billings’ research explored excellent teaching—rather than excellent 
teachers—and exhibited pedagogical practice through three main concepts: academic 
success, cultural competence, and critical consciousness. According to Ladson-Billings 
(2009), “By choosing this path, I lose some of the distinctive and rich personal qualities 
of these marvelous individuals. However, I sacrifice this richness in favor of a focus on 
‘the art and craft of teaching’” (p. 14). Ladson-Billings (1995b) proposed that to further 
the understanding of culturally relevant pedagogy, “the research community will have to 
be willing to listen to and heed the ‘wisdom of practice’ of…excellent practitioners” and 
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be willing to “consider methodologies that present more robust portraits of teaching” (pp. 
483–484).  
Ladson-Billings’ theory of culturally relevant pedagogy was influenced by 
Freire’s (1993) philosophy of critical pedagogy and Schulman’s (1987) theory of 
pedagogical content knowledge. Freire’s philosophy focused on the oppressed and their 
oppressors, as well as on the implementation of social justice. Critical pedagogy 
emphasized the importance of developing voice and seeing the injustices that contribute 
to oppression. Freire (1993) discussed two stages of gaining critical consciousness: the 
oppressed unveiling their oppression and committing to its transformation, and, secondly, 
synthesizing the transformation from oppression to all people within a society in the 
process of permanent liberation. In relation to education, Freire’s philosophy focused on 
teacher and student interaction while learning: “The teacher is no longer merely the-one-
who-teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue with the students, who in turn 
while being taught also teach. They become jointly responsible for a process in which all 
grow” (Freire, 1993, p. 80).  
Pedagogical content knowledge encompasses much more than simply knowing 
and conveying subject matter, but, in addition, a specialized kind of practical knowledge 
that arises from concrete experience (Elbaz, 1981; Haston & Leon-Guerrero, 2008; 
Shavelson & Stern, 1981; Shulman, 2004). Transforming subject matter for teaching is 
the act of making educated judgments about how students will receive the information, 
how students’ prior knowledge contributes to or detracts from presented information, and 
what is difficult or easy for students about the subject matter. Shulman’s theory of 
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pedagogical content knowledge proposes that teachers seek to understand thought 
processes, and the sensing, feeling, or impressions behind actions and judgments. 
Teachers who exhibit characteristics of pedagogical content knowledge demonstrate 
unique skill-sets to understand and make educational judgements for effective teaching 
within the context of their classrooms.  
Ladson-Billings (1995b) outlined a theory that merged Shulman’s pedagogical 
content knowledge and Freire’s critical pedagogy, and added cultural relevance to 
pedagogical practices. Although valuing Shulman’s work, Ladson-Billings (1995b) stated 
concerns that Shulman’s theory did not take into account cultural context, noting that 
“Although Shulman’s work mentions the importance of both the knowledge of learners 
and their characteristics and knowledge of educational contexts, it generally minimizes 
the culturally based analyses of teaching that have preceded it” (p. 466). Ladson-Billings 
referenced various examples of others who have worked toward a theory of cultural 
relevance, pointing out a plethora of terms that have been used in past research, 
including, culturally appropriate (Au & Jordan, 1981), culturally congruent (Mohatt & 
Erickson, 1981; Singer 1988), culturally responsive (Cazden & Leggett, 1981), culturally 
compatible (Jordan, 1985; Vogt, Jordan, & Tharp, 1987), and cultural synchronization 
(Irvine, 1990). All of these researchers referred to teaching in such a way that the culture 
of students is taken into account.  
Ladson-Billings (1995b) developed a theory that placed cultural relevance at the 
center of pedagogical practice, which “considers educational theorizing about teaching 
itself and proposes a theory of culturally focused pedagogy that might be considered in 
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the reformation of teacher education” (p. 466). She posed a “theoretical model that not 
only addresses student achievement but also helps students to accept and affirm their 
cultural identity while developing critical perspectives that challenge inequities that 
schools (and other institutions) perpetuate” (p. 469). According to Ladson-Billings 
(1995a, 1995b, 2001), teachers who exhibit culturally relevant pedagogical practices 
advocate for their students’ academic success, facilitate cultural competence, and raise 
awareness of critical consciousness leading toward social change.  
Although others have expanded on culturally relevant pedagogical theory, the 
crux of this theory lies with groundbreaking work by Ladson-Billings, and thus became 
the primary lens through which I viewed teachers’ practices in this study. The inclusion 
of the term “pedagogy” implies a holistic approach to education, because “even when 
teachers carry out seemingly noninstructional actions, such as smiling at a student or 
showing disapproval of a student, they are engaged in pedagogy” (Ladson-Billings, 2009, 
p. 29). The encompassing nature of the term “pedagogy” is appropriate for examining the 
behaviors and choices of music educators as they teach Latino students in culturally 
relevant ways. Additionally, I used the concept of core instructional practices to guide my 
effort to isolate specific culturally relevant pedagogies that teachers used in working with 
Latino students. 
Core Instructional Practices 
In recent years, there has been a reawakening of the importance of pedagogical 
practice in context. McDonald, Kazemi, and Kavanagh (2013) noted that “Currently, the 
field of teacher education is undergoing a major shift—a turn away from a predominant 
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focus on specifying the necessary knowledge for teaching toward specifying teaching 
practices that entail knowledge and doing” (p. 378). Core instructional practice theorists 
are developing ways to identify specific teaching methodologies that meld theory and 
practice (Forzani, 2014; Grossman, Hammerness & McDonald, 2009; TeachingWorks, 
n.d.). According to Forzani (2014), “The goal is to distinguish the work on core practices 
from other conceptions of practice-based teacher education so that its potential 
contribution to the improvement of the field can be more easily evaluated and 
understood” (p. 358). In searching for specific ways to categorize common practices for 
effective teaching, Grossman et al. (2009) developed a list of characteristics that core 
instructional practices share: 
• practices that occur with high frequency in teaching, 
• practices that novices can enact in classrooms across different curricula or 
instructional approaches, 
• practices that novices can actually begin to master, 
• practices that allow novices to learn more about students and about teaching, 
• practices that preserve the integrity and complexity of teaching, and  
• practices that are research based and have the potential to improve student 
achievement (p. 380). 
Research in this field, primarily in the area of teaching mathematics (Borko & Whitcomb, 
2008; Ghousseini, 2015; Givvin, Hiebert, Jacobs, Hollingsworth, & Gallimore, 2005; 
Hill, Ball, & Schilling, 2008), focused on extracting specific teaching patterns and 
behaviors that are common among effective educators. Patterns that have emerged are 
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• developing classroom culture by teaching students instructional routines, 
• learning about students’ understanding and using that knowledge to teaching, 
and 
• orchestrating classroom discussions (Grossman et al., 2009). 
Ball et al. (2009) defined the term “high-leverage practices,” synonymous with 
“core instructional practices,” as referring to practices distinguished as basic fundamental 
behaviors teachers frequently utilize for effective teaching. The “‘decomposition’ of 
practice” and the “process of breaking it into smaller practices, practices whose aspects 
can be identified, studied, taught, and rehearsed, and then reintegrated in the actual work 
of teaching” help teacher educators to focus more clearly on preparing future educators 
(p. 460). Such practices support students’ social and emotional development, as well as 
their academic achievement, and “are so important that skillfully executing them is 
fundamental to effective teaching” (Ball & Forzani, 2011, p. 21).  
High-leverage practices include behaviors such as leading discussions; modeling 
strategies; eliciting student thinking; interpreting student contributions and answers; 
diagnosing student thinking and development; implementing classroom routines; 
planning individual and sequence of lessons; adjusting instruction as necessary; 
specifying and managing student behavior; managing small group work; building 
respectful relationships with students and parents; learning about student cultures and 
backgrounds; checking for understanding and providing constructive feedback; and self-
analysis for improvement of instruction (Garcia & Shaughnessy, 2015). When utilized 
well, high-leverage practices “give teachers a lot of capacity in their work” and can “have 
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significant power for teachers’ effectiveness with pupils” (Ball et al., 2009, p. 461). 
Researchers of core instructional practices have also addressed the importance of 
cultural knowledge and its utilization in teaching. According to Grossman and McDonald 
(2008), 
Another example of this shift to research on the pedagogies of enactment might 
address the teaching of students who are culturally, linguistically, or racially 
diverse. Research on culturally relevant pedagogy suggests that teachers need to 
learn about the cultural knowledge of students and learn to build upon that 
knowledge in classroom instruction. (p. 191) 
Purpose and Research Questions 
Culturally relevant pedagogical practice “not only addresses student achievement 
but also helps students to accept and affirm their cultural identity while developing 
critical perspectives that challenge inequities that schools (and other institutions) 
perpetuate” (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, p. 469). Through this theoretical lens, I investigated 
music educators’ pedagogical actions to identify culturally relevant practices utilized for 
teaching Latino students, and I isolated specific core instructional practices that I 
observed as frequently used when teaching Latino students. The purpose of this study 
was to understand the cultural knowledge that music educators have about Latino 
students and their communities, and how that knowledge informs teachers’ pedagogical 
practices. As I formulated my study, three questions guided my work: 
1. What cultural knowledge do music educators hold about Latino students and 
the communities in which they teach? 
2. How do music educators use cultural knowledge to inform their pedagogical 
practice with Latino students? 
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3. What specific culturally relevant pedagogical practices are enacted by music 
educators for teaching Latino students? 
Orientation to the Study 
The growing number of Latino students in schools in the United States presents a 
need for teachers to increase their awareness and enactment of specific culturally relevant 
pedagogies for facilitating academic growth and success for Latino students. In this 
chapter, I explained the purpose of this study, provided a rationale, and explained the 
frameworks that shaped how I viewed my findings.  
Subsequent chapters present details about the study that include methods, context, 
and site and participant descriptions. In Chapter 3, I review literature related to culturally 
relevant pedagogical practices both in general subjects as well as in music education, and 
discuss the role my research serves to fill gaps in the literature. In Chapter 4, I describe 
the methods I employed in selecting participants as well as in collecting and analyzing 
data to formulate answers to the research questions guiding this study. I describe 
portraiture as the type of narrative I used to report findings. In Chapter 5, I further 
elaborate on the context of the study and provide descriptions of the research sites and 
participants.  
The remaining chapters focus on findings, analyses, and reflections. In Chapter 6, 
I share a collection of narratives in the form of vignettes as portraits that focus on specific 
aspects of culturally relevant pedagogical practices. I follow each portrait with a short 
discussion and personal reflection. Chapter 7 is a deeper discussion of the pedagogical 
practices revealed through the vignettes from the previous chapter, followed by a 
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discussion of core instructional practices for teaching music that participants held in 
common as they worked with Latino students. I conclude by making connections 
between culturally relevant music pedagogical practices and core instructional practices. 
In Chapter 8, I wrap up my report with a look back, linking my research to my childhood 
experiences, as well as a look forward with how the findings of my research will 
influence my future work. 
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CHAPTER 3: TEACHING AND LEARNING WITH LATINO STUDENTS 
In this chapter, I review extant literature that focused on teachers’ cultural 
knowledge about Latino students and families, and how teachers use that knowledge in 
pedagogical practice with Latino students. I framed my inquiry in culturally relevant 
pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, 2009). Ladson-Billings (1995b) posited that teachers 
who enact culturally relevant pedagogies participate in facilitating academic 
achievement, enabling cultural competence, and raising awareness of critical 
consciousness, often leading to social change. Through her analysis, she discovered that, 
although teaching approaches and strategies varied based on classroom context, teachers 
who enacted culturally relevant pedagogies demonstrated similar qualities in their 
thinking processes. Ladson-Billings (2009) concluded that 
teachers who practice culturally relevant methods can be identified by the way 
they see themselves and others. They see their teaching as an art rather than a 
technical skill. They believe that all of their students can succeed rather than that 
failure is inevitable for some. They see themselves as part of the community and 
they see teaching as giving back to the community. (p. 28) 
These teachers shared other qualities, including a connectedness with all students and a 
belief in continuous knowledge. They also encouraged the building of a community of 
learners, and they helped students develop their own knowledge within the context of 
their own culture. Ladson-Billings also noted that, in addition to their primary 
instructional practices, teachers’ behaviors and actions can also be considered part of 
culturally relevant pedagogy. 
As I considered my research questions, I wanted to frame the ways in which key 
strategies, approaches, interactions, and classroom structures might form a set of 
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culturally responsive musical practices for working with Latino students. I therefore 
turned to emerging literature on specific core instructional practices. Researchers of core 
instructional practices have highlighted the consideration of context in teaching and are 
searching for ways to categorize specific teaching processes (Forzani, 2014; Grossman et 
al., 2009). They have also addressed the importance of cultural knowledge and its use in 
teaching. Grossman and McDonald (2008) observed that “Research on culturally relevant 
pedagogy suggests that teachers need to learn about the cultural knowledge of students 
and learn to build upon that knowledge in classroom instruction” (p. 191). By addressing 
the needs of culturally diverse students, teachers can facilitate academic achievement, 
build cultural competence, and increase socio-political awareness. In addition, the 
understanding of building and maintaining productive relationships with students “might 
be particularly useful in preparing teachers who can work effectively with students who 
differ from them in terms of race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and language” 
(Grossman & McDonald, 2008, p. 188). The identification of specific culturally relevant 
pedagogical practices for teaching Latino students in music may help pre-service as well 
as in-service teachers enact pedagogical practices that can lead to Latino students’ 
musical growth.  
In the following sections, I review literature that highlights pedagogical practices 
when working with Latino students. To frame this inquiry, I reviewed scholarship 
published over the past 20 years that focused on aspects of culturally relevant pedagogy, 
studies with Latino student populations, as well as emergent bilingual students. I use the 
term emergent bilingual (García, 2009) to refer to Latinos who are fluent in a language 
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other than English, and are in the process of learning the English language. According to 
García, “Calling these children emergent bilinguals makes reference to a positive 
characteristic…[and] refers to the children’s potential in developing their bilingualism; it 
does not suggest a limitation or a problem in comparison to those who speak English” (p. 
322). By adopting an asset-based approach, researchers would see Latino students who 
are learning English as emergent bilinguals rather than as English Language Learners, a 
term that highlights the students’ lack of English Fluency. This approach can lead to 
helping Latino students become bilingual and biliterate, collaborating with Latino parents 
to help their child succeed in both languages, and valuing Latino language and culture 
that contributes to bilingual and biliterate status. The studies in this literature review are 
focused on how teachers acquire cultural knowledge, as well as ways that teachers 
enacted culturally relevant pedagogical practices for teaching Latino students. I 
purposefully searched for relevant literature in the broader field of education as well as in 
music education. 
Preparation for Culturally Relevant Pedagogical Practice 
Several aspects may be important to consider as teachers learn to enact culturally 
relevant pedagogies. Educators may gain valuable information for culturally relevant 
teaching from teacher education program coursework and other required cultural 
experiences. (Irizarry & Raible, 2011; Ladson-Billings, 2009). Researchers found that 
experiences that involved spending time immersed within the culture of Latino students 
provided a perspective that allowed pre-service teachers to relate to Latino students in 
meaningful ways (Soto, Lum, & Campbell, 2009). Teachers’ attitudes toward Latino 
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students (Doyle, 2014b; Gurgel, 2016) and asset-based thinking (López, 2017; Nieto, 
2010; Nieto et al., 2012; Valenzuela, et al., 2012;) also influenced Latino students’ 
engagement and academic growth. 
Culturally Relevant Teacher Education 
Researchers investigated teacher education program requirements and found that 
very few addressed the importance of culturally relevant teaching and specific 
pedagogies for teaching diverse student populations. Ladson-Billings (2009) discussed 
the importance of teachers holding in-depth knowledge of their students and using 
cultural knowledge for teaching. In addition, research findings have stressed the 
importance for teacher preparation programs to emphasize the role of cultural 
understanding in teaching Latino students (Téllez, 2004). Although teacher preparation 
programs “cannot be relied upon to erase ethnic and class differences in academic 
achievement, it should clearly be part of a renewed effort—on many fronts—to improve 
the school performance of Latino youth” (Téllez, 2004, p. 44). Researchers have posited 
that teacher preparation programs may consider entertaining the idea of including a 
curriculum specific to teaching Latino students, enabling preservice teachers to learn to 
address cultural differences in their future classrooms.  
Teacher preparation programs. Teacher preparation experiences beyond course 
requirements have been found to be valuable in preparing educators for working with 
diverse student populations. Ladson-Billings (2009) recommended that teacher education 
programs consider providing educational experiences to help teachers understand the 
central role of culture, requiring pre-service teachers to have prolonged immersion in the 
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culture of their students, and longer periods of time for student teaching. Ladson-Billings’ 
ideals were exemplified in the work of Soto, Lum, and Campbell (2009), who created 
Music Alive! In the Valley, a program designed to increase pre-service music teachers’ 
cultural understanding while spending intensive time teaching music in an environment 
primarily with Latino students. The Music Alive! In the Valley program was designed 
with the belief that “students in teaching certification programs will be informed by on-
the-ground experiences in schools as well as enabled to ‘give back’ as they learn 
something of the rhythm and realities of the teaching profession they have selected as 
their own” (Soto et al., 2009, p. 339). In this program, pre-service teachers spent time 
working in music classrooms with students and participated in home stays with families 
in the community lasting from three days up to one week. These experiences helped 
shape the pre-service music teachers’ cultural understanding, and helped them approach 
teaching Latino students in positive ways.  
Teacher backgrounds and experiences. Investigating the educational 
backgrounds and experiences of teachers working with diverse student populations has 
led researchers to emphasize the importance of gaining familiarity with Latino families 
and cultures for teaching Latino students. Irizarry and Raible (2011) examined the 
formative and educational experiences that teachers credited for preparing them for 
teaching Latino students. Irizarry and Raible found teachers’ sustained involvement with 
Latino communities, teachers making connections between the community and the 
classroom, and teachers’ use of the language of their students. Teachers referenced 
“personal experiences in Latino communities as pivotal in their preparation to work with 
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Latino youth and families. That is, they saw learning with and from the community as 
integral to their work in the classroom” (Irizarry & Raible, 2011, p. 196). Irizarry and 
Raible suggested there is much work to be done in identifying effective culturally 
relevant practices in working with Latino students, because “Although a body of 
literature regarding the characteristics of academically successful Latino students is 
emerging, there is relatively little empirical research regarding teachers who are 
especially effective with this group” (Irizarry & Raible, 2011, p. 188, emphasis in 
original). 
Teacher Attitudes 
Researchers have explored how teacher attitudes toward students affect academic 
achievement. Some research has focused on teacher attitudes and enthusiasm and how 
such affect student engagement (Gurgel, 2016); other studies have explored teacher 
attitudes toward students of various cultures (Doyle, 2014b). Gurgel (2016 and Doyle 
(2014b) found that teacher attitudes and self-awareness of teacher attitudes had a direct 
impact on Latino students’ engagement and their work toward academic achievement. 
Teacher attitudes and student engagement. Researchers found that teacher 
attitudes contributed to student engagement and varying levels of achievement. Gurgel 
(2016) explored how enacting culturally relevant pedagogical practices led to student 
engagement, finding that teachers’ concepts of self and others played a vital role in their 
effectiveness in enacting culturally relevant practices. According to Gurgel, “With this 
tenet, teachers see themselves as part of the community in which they teach, believe that 
teaching is an important profession, and hold a high opinion of themselves within the 
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profession” (p. 19). She also explored the importance of teachers’ moods and enthusiasm 
for their work, and how each affects student attitudes: 
Research confirms that the cycle of mood contagion in a classroom is reciprocal: 
When teachers’ behaviors demonstrate their own interest in the subject matter and 
they have a lively presentation style, there is a positive effect on the learners’ 
engagement and willingness to learn. This, in turn, affects the teacher positively. 
(Gurgel, 2016, p. 31) 
Gurgel found that “Showing enthusiasm and vitality about what is being taught and 
learned is also a Culturally Relevant practice” (p. 32, emphasis in original). Also of 
importance is choosing music that students enjoy while maintaining high expectations, 
rigor, and a focus on student achievement. Teachers can build a comfortable social 
environment for students by “emphasizing the importance of each student’s contribution 
to the class” and thus engaging in “a Culturally Relevant practice related to creating a 
team environment in the area of social relations within the classroom” (Gurgel, 2016, p. 
95). Confirming Ladson-Billings’ findings, Gurgel’s (2016) study “aligns with research 
in [culturally relevant pedagogy], demonstrating that relationships between teachers and 
students must not only be warm and caring but also simultaneously focus on high 
achievement” (p. 131).  
Teachers’ self-awareness of attitudes. Helping teachers become aware of their 
own attitudes toward teaching and toward students was found to be of value when 
learning to enact culturally relevant pedagogical practices. Doyle’s (2014b) findings 
support Ladson-Billings’ (2009) work on teaching with cultural awareness, as well as 
understanding students’ cultures. Doyle (2014b) posited, “Teacher attitudes impact all 
areas of student achievement. Teachers who hold culturally relevant attitudes toward 
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students are often most successful in urban classrooms” (p. 437). Helping teachers 
become aware of their attitudes can help remedy some inequalities in teaching by 
providing education, professional development, and teacher preparation programs. 
Findings revealed that “support” and “preparation” were strong indicators of predicting 
teacher attitudes toward their teaching and toward their students (Doyle, 2014b). 
Culturally Relevant Asset-Based Research 
Most research focusing on culture and Latino students has taken a deficit-centered 
approach. According to Nieto, Rivera, and Irizarry (2012), “Deficit-centered literature 
regarding Latino students characterizes them, their families and communities as ‘the 
problem’ and as the primary impediments to their own educational and personal success” 
(p. 9). Researchers have encouraged teachers to avoid deficit models of thinking and, 
instead, to build on the strengths of students and their cultures: “The better music 
educators understand the experiences of Latino students and family members, the better 
our community will be able to serve this population” (Palkki, 2015, p. 26). Researchers 
posit that educators must familiarize themselves with culturally relevant pedagogies to 
enable success for Latino students (Ladson-Billings, 1995b; Palkki, 2015).  
Improving educational opportunities for Latino students. In a special issue of 
the Association of Mexican-American Educators Journal that was dedicated to the 
sociocultural, political, economic, and historical context of education for Latino students, 
Nieto, Rivera, Quiñones, and Irizarry (2012) explained:  
The intent is not to define or limit a priori the parameters of any such research, 
but rather to provide a useful tool for researchers, practitioners, advocates, and 
administrators undertaking studies relating to the improvement of education for 
Latino students in their local areas. (p. 5) 
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Nieto (2012) noted, “the lack of academic success among Latinos presents serious 
implications that reverberate within and well beyond the Latino population” (p. 11). 
Cammarota et al. (2012) addressed the importance of garnering sociocultural and 
interpersonal relationships with Latino students and their families, and Nieto and Irizarry 
(2012) emphasized the importance of appropriate instructional practices and approaches 
for teaching Latino students, positing that “culturally responsive pedagogies that account 
for the fluid and multidimensional aspects of culture have the potential to improve the 
academic achievement, sense of efficacy, and feeling of belonging of Latino students” (p. 
20).  
Valenzuela et al. (2012) suggested that focusing on addressing institutional issues 
such as poverty, the dropout crisis, teacher quality, special education, and language issues 
would improve the quality of education for culturally marginalized students. In addition, 
Nieto, Rivera, and Quiñones (2012) stressed the importance of both affirming students’ 
home cultures in their educational process, and acknowledging home language and 
cultures as assets. Nieto, Rivera, Quiñones, and Irizarry (2012) made several 
recommendations for enacting culturally relevant pedagogies that include teachers 
learning about Latino students and their students’ cultures, involving families of Latino 
students in their children’s education in creative ways, honoring students’ experiences, 
providing appropriately prepared teachers, and addressing the unique needs of Latino 
students through state and federal laws.  
Transformation of teacher attitudes and thinking about Latinos. By 
capitalizing on the strengths of students, families, and communities, teachers and 
	  26 
educational individuals can begin to facilitate transformation from deficit thinking toward 
asset-based thinking and develop an appreciation for the differences presented by 
different cultures. Nieto (2010) focused on the transformation of teachers both as 
individuals and collectively, as well as the transformation of institutions to promote 
learning for Latinos and other diverse student populations. Analogous to Ladson-Billings 
(2009), Nieto (2010) addressed inequalities through biases that exist in education and 
how these affect the learning of diverse student populations, noting that these “biases are 
manifested, among other ways, in unequal funding, inadequate or stereotypical depictions 
of diversity in the curriculum, and low expectations of students who embody difference” 
(p. 51). Nieto posited that in order to confront inequality, educators must begin to 
understand the culture of students, families, and communities, as well as build on the 
strengths of each community by recognizing cultural differences as assets.  
Asset-based pedagogical practice. In a study that focused on how teachers use 
asset-based beliefs for teaching Latino students in reading, López (2017) explored 
teachers’ self-reported behaviors and how Latino students were affected by teachers’ 
enactment of their behaviors based on their beliefs. López found that teachers who 
possessed critical awareness were more apt to also have asset-based thinking toward 
Latino students. They relied on their critical awareness in addition to being informed by 
their students’ prior performance, and spent time getting to know their students’ cultural 
and family backgrounds. López posited, “teachers’ cultural knowledge behaviors, which 
are believed to be important because they validate students’ cultural prior knowledge, are 
strongly associated with students’ self-concept in reading” (p. 205). Findings revealed 
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that teachers’ behaviors affected student outcomes, and teachers enacting asset-based 
thinking and beliefs affected Latino students’ engagement and academic growth in 
positive ways. López asserted that “The need to incorporate coursework that can provide 
pre-service teachers with a deep understanding of sociopolitical factors that influence the 
lives of their students in differential ways is urgent” (p. 206). 
Teachers’ Enactment of Culturally Relevant Pedagogical Practices 
Enacting culturally relevant pedagogies requires a knowledge base of the 
language and cultures of the students being taught (Ladson-Billings, 1995b). Also 
required is a knowledge for how to teach diverse student populations, and how such 
knowledge will be best received by students. Shulman (1987) referred to this knowledge 
as a wisdom of practice that involves pedagogical content knowledge, a type of 
knowledge where teachers not only understand how to teach a subject, but also how to 
implement pedagogies that enhance student learning and how their teaching will be 
received by students. Ladson-Billings (1995b) expanded on Shulman’s theory by positing 
that context also plays a large role in enacting culturally relevant pedagogies with 
students of diversity, and that teachers must consider context in enacting culturally 
relevant pedagogies to make learning meaningful for students of varying cultural 
backgrounds. The following studies focused on ways teachers enacted culturally relevant 
pedagogies for teaching Latino student populations. 
Incorporating Latino Language and Cultures 
Fostering positive relationships between teachers and students is a culturally 
relevant pedagogical practice that can lead to academic growth for Latino students 
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(Irizarry and Antrop-González, 2007). Researchers found that teachers who enact 
effective culturally relevant pedagogies successfully are those who see themselves are 
working with their students, rather than working for them, and surround themselves with 
the language and cultures of Latino students to better understand their students’ 
backgrounds. In addition, being aware of institutional demographic changes and adjusting 
to those changes through the adjusting of curricular choices, instruction, and programs is 
an important aspect of culturally responsive teaching (Abril, 2009). By becoming familiar 
with Latino students’ language and cultures, teachers can incorporate such material into 
class content and make learning more familiar for Latino students. 
Affirming cultural identities of Latino students. Affirming cultural identities of 
students has been found to be important enactment of culturally relevant pedagogy in 
working with Latino students. Irizarry and Antrop-Gozález (2007) critically examined the 
academic experiences of academically successful Puerto Rican students, as well as their 
exemplary teachers’ pedagogical practices. Through interviews and observations in three 
urban centers with large Latino student populations, Irizarry and Antrop-González found 
that those who were most effective in teaching Latino students were those who affirmed 
the cultural identities of their students. The authors noted that such teachers “see 
themselves working with students as opposed to working for students. They see the 
promotion of equity and social justice as part of the role of urban teachers” (p. 47, 
emphasis in original). Teacher participants enacted culturally relevant pedagogies by 
immersing themselves in the culture of the students. The researchers suggested, “it is 
important to forward the voices of teachers who are successful in promoting the academic 
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success and psychological wellbeing of Puerto Rican students, and whom Ladson-
Billings (1994) referred to as the ‘dreamkeepers’” (Irizarry & Antrop-González, 2007, p. 
42). 
Acknowledging Latino students’ needs and interests. Culturally relevant 
pedagogical practice includes noticing and reacting positively to students’ needs and 
interests. In a case study of a music teacher from one of Chicago’s northwest suburbs, 
Abril (2009) described how the teacher adjusted her teaching and curriculum to 
accommodate a growing Latino population by designing a Mariachi class to include 
Latino students. By instituting a new, culturally relevant ensemble in the curriculum, the 
teacher found ways to engage her students in the music ensemble, and learned with her 
students about their culture. Abril suggested that cultural opportunities for pre-service 
teachers outside of the regularly prescribed teacher education program, such as 
opportunities to study or teach abroad, may be beneficial because “Experiences such as 
these might facilitate a heightened awareness of cultural diversity or perceptual shifts in 
thinking about students’ cultural backgrounds, which, in turn, might lead toward more 
culturally responsive teaching” (p. 87). 
Class Content for Latino Students 
Researchers found that including Latino language and cultures in class content is 
a culturally relevant pedagogical practice. Some findings highlighted the importance for 
Latino students of acknowledging various Latino cultures and incorporating them into 
class content (Carlow, 2006), and others related the experiences of Latino students in a 
music program, and how they appreciated class content that highlighted their language, 
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cultures, and experiences (Palkki, 2015). Other research findings revealed how class 
content can be used to formulate critical thinking, and allow spaces for Latino students to 
realize their own agency and potential to facilitate social change (Gutstein et al., 1997). 
Cultural knowledge in class content. Acknowledging students’ language and 
culture and interweaving that knowledge into classroom content has been found to be 
meaningful to Latino student populations. Teachers are also encouraged to acknowledge 
the differences between Latino cultures and avoid stereotypes. Carlow (2006) studied the 
experiences of English Language Learners who sang in their school choir and posited that 
“The wide variety of backgrounds, beliefs, and experiences that ELL students bring with 
them to school requires educators to acquire skills in avoiding stereotypes, recognizing 
individual and cultural differences, and developing cross-cultural communication skills” 
(p. 75). Carlow asserted that “the music education profession must begin to acknowledge 
dissimilarities between students from individualist and collectivist cultures and how these 
differences can affect ELL students in traditional hierarchically structured choral 
programs” (p. 75). Carlow’s (2006) research affirmed Ladson-Billings’ (2009) assertion 
that “if teachers pretend not to see students’ racial and ethnic differences, they really do 
not see the students at all and are limited in their ability to meet their educational needs” 
(p. 37). 
Cultural curricular choices. Curriculum choices and class content plays a role in 
how Latino students respond in music classes. Incorporating Latino students’ language 
and cultures has been found to be appreciated by Latino students, and has led to increased 
involvement and engagement. Palkki (2015) explored “the lived experiences of two 
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Latina students in a high school choral program” (p. 3). Both student participants were 
bilingual: one was born in the United States and the other emigrated from Mexico as a 
young child. Among the qualities the students appreciated about their education were the 
ability to communicate in their native language, singing music in their language, and 
singing music that carried meaningful messages. Palkki suggested planning a curriculum 
that includes the students’ culture as a conduit to exploring musics from other cultures. 
Thus, Palkki noted, “By connecting students’ school experiences with their own culture, 
a solid foundation is formed from which they can then explore other varieties of music 
more foreign to them” (p. 23). Palkki focused not only on curricular choices but also on 
the pedagogies teachers enact beyond the curriculum to connect with their students and 
their families to build relationships, rapport, and establish trust and understanding:  
In communities with a large population…for whom English is not their first 
language, cultural relevancy may be achieved through things such as concert 
announcements translated into the language(s) spoken by family members, and 
concert programs (including song lyrics) can also be translated so that parents can 
understand the words of the choral texts being sung. (p. 24) 
Opportunity for critical learning. Educators who provided opportunities for 
students to approach class content critically also enacted culturally relevant pedagogical 
practices. Gutstein et al. (1997) explored culturally relevant teaching pedagogies in 
classrooms with large Mexican American populations. They discovered that 
a distinctive feature of culturally relevant teachers is that their critical 
mathematics teaching is part of a broader set of pedagogical orientations, and 
practices that foster a critical approach to knowledge, help students question the 
authority of adult perspectives, and promote democratic practices in the 
classroom. (Gutstein et al., 1997, p. 721)  
Teachers enacted culturally relevant pedagogies by teaching mathematical content in a 
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way that was emancipatory to the students, thereby helping students develop their own 
agency through the process. By doing so, teachers not only facilitated the learning of 
mathematics, but also empowered Latino students in their critical thinking toward social 
agency. 
Interactions with Latino Students 
Positive social interactions between peers as well as between teachers and 
students are important to Latino students. Researchers have highlighted the importance of 
connecting with students by understanding their backgrounds and life contexts 
(Fitzpatrick-Harnish, 2015), and the importance of building connections for Latino 
students included allowing spaces for social interactions between peers as well as positive 
interactions between teachers and Latino students. Others have discussed barriers that 
keep Latino students from achieving academically, and the importance of teachers 
working to eliminate those barriers for Latino students (Kruse, 2013; Shaw, 2015). 
Additionally, some have discussed the importance for Latino students’ academic success 
of teachers focusing on teaching students rather than teaching content—a difference in 
teacher perception that focuses on the person rather than the subject (Abril, 2013). 
Positive social and academic interactions. Enacting culturally relevant 
pedagogical practices includes facilitating positive peer interactions as well as positive 
interactions between students and teachers. Coupled with the reality that most teachers in 
the United States come from a suburban background, teaching students of different 
cultures can prove to be challenging for some educators (Abrahams & Schmidt, 2006; 
Doyle, 2014a; Emmanuel, 2005; Fitzpatrick, 2008, 2011; Kena et al., 2014; Schwartz & 
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Stiefel, 2011). Teaching students of a different culture can be challenging because “all 
educators hold certain expectations for their students, and for their behavior in particular, 
that likely originate in their own upbringing” (Fitzpatrick-Harnish, 2015, p. 23). 
Fitzpatrick-Harnish affirmed Ladson-Billings’ (2009) charge to get to know students, 
value their culture and opinions, and understand the context from which they come. To 
affirm students’ cultures, Fitzpatrick-Harnish recommended that teachers “pay more 
attention to the social interactions of our students and develop curricula that allow for 
positive peer interactions to develop, paying special attention to the cultural background 
of our students when grouping them for projects and assignments” (p. 40). Other 
suggestions included highlighting commonalities between teacher and students, bringing 
in guests with commonalities with students, and including the music of artists with 
commonalities with the students for performance and analysis. According to Fitzpatrick-
Harnish, “it is our primary role to foster an atmosphere where students are encouraged to 
speak openly, ask questions, and conduct respectful dialogue with each other and with us 
about relevant issues” (p. 46). Teachers can cultivate positive relationships with students 
that facilitate academic growth by building on positive social interactions between peers 
as well as between students and teachers. 
Facilitating academic growth by eliminating social and academic barriers. 
Research findings about culturally responsive teaching with Latino students revealed that 
sometimes cultural differences between students and teachers can become a barrier for 
students’ academic achievement.  Shaw (2015) called attention to cultural barriers that 
can cause disparities between students and teachers and can cause barriers for teaching 
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and learning. Confirming Ladson-Billings’ findings, Shaw suggested combating this 
disparity by enacting culturally responsive teaching. Shaw also found that teachers who 
experienced success in urban settings had knowledge about “students’ racial and ethnic 
identities, socioeconomic status, immigrant status, family situation, housing, and parents’ 
orientation toward education” as well as “knowledge of the communities in which they 
taught” which included “understandings about the local economy, employment, housing, 
population stability or transience, crime, social service, and community organizations” (p. 
207).  
Similarly, Kruse (2013) addressed the importance of acknowledging and 
incorporating students’ cultures in teaching to facilitate student success. In a case study 
exploring the experiences of a Chicana music education student, Kruse explored the 
social barriers a Latina student in a higher education setting experienced, as well as the 
issues that affected her development of identity. Similar to Ladson-Billings, Kruse (2013) 
emphasized considering students’ culture and acknowledging students’ cultural 
knowledge to assist students with their educational needs. By becoming familiar with 
Latino students’ language, cultures, and backgrounds, educators can remove invisible 
barriers in the form of stereotypes and focus on making cultural connections with 
students that can lead to increased student engagement and academic growth. 
Focus on teaching students rather than teaching content. Another culturally 
relevant pedagogy that has been found to facilitate students’ academic success is making 
the focus of teaching the children rather than the subject area being taught. Abril (2013) 
noted, “Culturally responsive teaching helps move the attention from the things we teach, 
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to the children we teach and the social learning environment where music experiences 
occur” (p. 8, emphasis in original). Where the focus is on students rather than on the 
subject area, teachers are able to build a connection that students appreciate and to which 
they respond in ways that enhance academic learning. Abril also observed, “Culturally 
responsive teaching requires an intense connection with and understanding of students so 
that teachers can act in ways that further their learning and deepen their understanding of 
music and the world around them” (p. 10).  
Culturally Relevant Pedagogies Beyond the Curriculum 
The inclusion of Latino language and cultures in class curriculum is an important 
aspect of culturally relevant pedagogical practice. In addition, there are pedagogies 
beyond the curriculum that researchers have shown to be important when working with 
Latino students. Enacting pedagogies of caring, building trust and rapport, and 
acknowledging home languages and cultures are also ways that teachers can facilitate 
academic growth for Latino students. 
Pedagogies of Caring 
Culturally relevant pedagogical actions include teachers demonstrating caring in a 
variety of ways. This type of caring is demonstrated in how teachers relate to their 
students, as well as how they encourage and support students to facilitate academic 
growth. Several researchers have addressed teachers’ demonstrations of action-driven and 
critical caring toward their students (Gay, 2010; Rolón-Dow, 2005). 
Action-driven caring. Gay (2010) explained a type of caring that “focuses on 
caring for instead of about the personal well-being and academic success of ethnically 
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diverse students, with a clear understanding that the two are interrelated” (p. 48, emphasis 
in original). Gay posited that caring for students involves “active engagement” and 
“encompasses a combination of concern, compassion, commitment, responsibility, and 
action” (p. 48). Teachers enacting action-driven caring toward their students “generate 
higher levels of all kinds of success than those who do not” (Gay, 2010, p. 49). Teachers 
who enact action-driven caring facilitate positive relationships between students, thus 
creating a safe and warm environment, are advocates for their students and allow for 
voices of all students to be heard, recognized, and respected. Teachers who enact 
qualities of action-driven caring facilitate academic success for all students, and provide 
“spaces and relationships where ethnically diverse students feel recognized, respected, 
valued, seen, and heard” (Gay, 2010, p. 51).  
Critical caring. Researchers have investigated how Latino students react to 
teachers’ demonstration of caring. Rolón-Dow (2005) explored Puerto Rican girls’ 
feeling of importance of critical care from their teachers. Fieldwork over two academic 
years revealed findings consistent with Ladson-Billings’ vision of culturally relevant 
pedagogy. From the students’ perspectives, part of developing a “caring” atmosphere was 
for school personnel to work toward equal distribution of resources. Rolón-Dow 
concluded that teachers who were perceived as being more caring “demonstrated both 
aesthetic caring and authentic caring in their classrooms while also paying attention to the 
community context in which education took place” (p. 103).  
Along a similar vein, Irizarry and Antrop-González (2013) also explored “how 
Puerto Rican youth collectively work to RicanStruct their schooling experiences and 
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sense of identity through their theorizing of race, place, and space” (p. 80). Findings 
suggested that, in cultivating rich cultural experiences for Latino students, school 
environments must include “the manifestation of caring relationships between students 
and their teachers, the importance of a familial-like school environment, the importance 
of having a safe school, and allowing students a space in which they are encouraged to 
affirm their racial/ethnic pride” (Irizarry & Antrop-González, 2013, p. 86).  
Cultivating Trust and Rapport with Latino Students  
Through the investigation of teachers’ experiences in working with Latino 
students, researchers found that students were responsive and engaged in classrooms 
where teachers built trust and rapport with their students (Irizarry, 2007). Researchers 
found that building trust and rapport is an important aspect of enacting culturally relevant 
pedagogical practices is to establish relationships with Latino students based on trust and 
rapport between teachers and students (Lee, 2005). Relationships such as these can be 
garnered through cultural connectedness and by acknowledging home languages and 
cultures. 
Cultural connectedness. Irizarry (2007) explored cultural connectedness, finding 
that “A culturally responsive teacher has an understanding of how learning style can be 
influenced by culture and teaches to the diversity of learning styles present in the 
classroom, thus validating students’ cultures” (p. 22). Findings revealed that, by 
acknowledging students’ cultures, the teacher gained student trust and facilitated 
students’ development of identity. Irizarry observed that “Although teachers cannot 
change the culture into which they were born and raised, they can gain a better 
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understanding of their own culture, those of their students, and the historical relationship 
between the two and, I argue, become culturally connected” (p. 27). Teachers were able 
to relate to Latino students and make academic content connections within the context of 
students’ language and cultures. As a result, Latino students were more apt to feel 
comfortable in the classroom environment, and contributed in meaningful ways. 
Acknowledging home language and cultures. Teachers seeking to understand 
the backgrounds and cultures of students, as well as making connections between their 
own cultures and the content area, have been found to be important factors in building 
trust and rapport with Latino students. Lee (2005) explored the role of cultural relevance 
in working with English Language Learners, and stressed the importance of 
acknowledging home language and cultures toward building trust and rapport with 
students: 
If their home languages and cultures are not considered in the educational 
process, schooling ignores or even negates the tools that students have used to 
construct their understanding of the world. It is these prior understandings that 
provide a meaningful context for the construction of new understandings. (Lee, 
2005, p. 494) 
Similar to Ladson-Billings (2009), Lee (2005) posited that educators must cross cultural 
and language divides, and seek to provide meaningful experiences that lead to learning 
opportunities in the content area. 
Conclusion 
Although researchers have explored culturally relevant pedagogical practices 
teachers use in working with Latino students, a review of extant literature reveals areas 
where further research is needed about facilitating academic success for Latino students. 
	  39 
Most of the teaching workforce is culturally different from Latino student populations 
(Abrahams & Schmidt, 2006; Doyle, 2014a; Emmanuel, 2005; Fitzpatrick, 2008, 2011; 
Kena et al., 2014; Schwartz & Stiefel, 2011). The growing number of Latino students, 
particularly emergent bilinguals, in public school classrooms implies an increasing 
necessity for educators to enact culturally relevant pedagogical practices to facilitate 
academic success for Latino students. Reinforcing Ladson-Billing’s (1995b) assertions, 
Abril (2009) stated, “Culturally responsive teaching is a concept that has brought 
awareness of the need for teachers to be sensitive and responsive to the cultures of their 
students” (p. 79). Abril stated, “such teaching requires that students be viewed as 
members of extended cultural circles that exist beyond the classroom” (p. 79).  
Teacher education programs and teacher backgrounds and cultural experiences 
provide some guidance for working with Latino students, but often teachers report feeling 
unprepared for working with students culturally different from themselves (Ladson-
Billings, 2001). Studies have focused on affirming cultural identities (Irizarry & Antrop-
Gozález, 2007), acknowledging Latino students’ needs and interests (Abril, 2009), 
eliminating social and institutional barriers to success (Kruse, 2013; Shaw, 2015), 
including cultural knowledge in class content (Carlow, 2006; Gutstein et al., 1997), 
including cultural content in curricular choices (Palkki, 2015), and facilitating positive 
social interactions for Latino students (Fitzpatrick-Harnish, 2015). Researchers have also 
focused on teachers who enact caring characteristics (Gay, 2010; Rolón-Dow, 2005), and 
teachers who build trust and rapport with Latino students (Irizarry, 2007; Lee, 2005). 
However, much of the existing literature on Latino students is deficit-based and focuses 
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on what is wrong rather than what conditions are necessary for students’ success. 
Additionally, little research exists that focuses on isolating specific culturally relevant 
pedagogical practices that teachers can use to facilitate academic growth for Latino 
students. This study focuses on the pedagogical practices of music teachers, and through 
an asset-based approach, highlights specific culturally relevant pedagogical practices that 
have facilitated Latino students’ learning, participation, and academic growth in music 
classrooms. 
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CHAPTER 4: PORTRAITURE AS METHOD 
The purpose of this study was to investigate music educators’ cultural knowledge 
about Latino students and their communities, and how such knowledge informs their 
pedagogical practices. To respond to the guiding research questions, I observed and 
interviewed music teachers who exhibited culturally responsive pedagogical practices “to 
gain an in-depth understanding of the situation and its meaning for those involved. The 
interest is in the process rather than outcomes, in context rather than specific variable, in 
discovery rather than confirmation” (Merriam, 1988, p. xii). To gain a deeper 
understanding of the teachers’ craft, I spent time investigating their work environment, 
experiencing their daily tasks, and seeking answers to questions. I formulated portraits 
through vignettes that captured the essence of excellent pedagogical practices in teaching 
music in classrooms with Latino student populations. 
Applications for Qualitative Research 
The purpose of qualitative research is to develop understanding of specific 
phenomena in particular contexts, and to provide nuanced understandings of our 
contextualized work that contribute to a growing body of literature. Qualitative reports 
can provide vicarious experiences of situations, giving readers the opportunity to 
understand the setting and apply it to other situations (Eisner, 1998; Harrington & 
Garrison, 1992; Kleinfeld, 1998; Stake, 1994). According to Bresler (1994), “the deep 
understanding of one setting can facilitate understanding of others, not by the principle of 
generalization, but by transferability” (p. 29). Other scholars support the vicarious nature 
of qualitative research findings and empathizing with others’ lived experiences. For 
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instance, Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) noted the “validity in the interpretation 
that a research portrait represents that tells the reader not just about an individual or a site 
but about more general human experience” (p. 230). By examining music teachers’ 
enactment of culturally relevant pedagogical practices, readers can vicariously experience 
my participants’ stories, compare and contrast to their own circumstances, and begin to 
more accurately identify classroom interactions that impact musical learning. 
Portraiture 
Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) described a narrative methodology in 
which the researcher composes portraits that tell a story and capture the essence of the 
individual, group, program, or situation being studied. Through this approach, researchers 
collaborate with participants and together weave a portrait that seeks to “record and 
interpret the perspectives and experiences of the people, documenting their voices and 
their visions—their authority, knowledge, and wisdom” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 
1997, p. xv).  
Portraiture was the best methodological approach for my research and for 
reporting my findings as I integrated my own teaching experiences and reflections of my 
experience as a Latina student with music teachers’ experiences when working with 
Latino students. Interweaving of teachers’ experiences beside Latino students with 
memories and reflections of my experiences as an emergent bilingual Latina student in 
English-speaking classrooms helped shape well-rounded portraits that described teachers’ 
excellent pedagogical practices. These portraits were shaped to capture teachers’ 
pedagogical actions as well as Latino students’ reactions to teacher enacted pedagogies.  
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Portraiture seeks to bridge “aesthetics and empiricism, appealing to intellect and 
emotion, seeking to inform and inspire, and joining the endeavors of documentation, 
interpretation, and intervention” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. xvi). Portraiture 
relies on the relationships that are built between researcher and participants. Utilizing 
Portraiture allowed me to observe classrooms where I witnessed pedagogical actions, and 
allowed me the opportunity to have conversations with teachers that further explained or 
clarified enacted pedagogies. According to Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis, “It is through 
relationships between the portraitist and the actors that access is sought and given, 
connections made, contracts of reciprocity and responsibility (both formal and informal) 
developed, trust built, intimacy negotiated, data collected, and knowledge constructed” 
(p. 135). Conversations with Latino students provided insight into student reactions and 
to the effectivity of their teachers’ pedagogies toward facilitating academic growth and 
the establishment of trust and rapport between teachers and Latino students. Through the 
process of “human archaeology,” I delved deeply into “an inquiry that is designed to 
uncover layers of mask and inhibition; a search for authenticity that is rich, ranging, and 
revelatory” (p. 139). 
Researcher Perspective 
Because this study focused on excellent teaching of Latino music students, and 
because I am Latina, I have what Ladson-Billings (1995b) referred to as a “native” 
perspective on this study. My perspective was beneficial as I worked with families to 
acquire names of teachers they deemed excellent. Many emergent bilingual Latino 
parents and grandparents spoke Spanish and very little English. Being fluent in the 
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Spanish language allowed me the opportunity to communicate with emergent bilingual 
families. 
Conversely, Ladson-Billings pointed out that having a “native” perspective can 
also be a disadvantage. Her own work with African American students, and being an 
African American herself, “may be perceived as biased or, at the least, skewed, because 
of [her] vested interests in the African-American community” (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, 
p. 471). Being a Latina and researching within a Latino community, I may have been 
perceived as having a skewed or biased perspective toward this population. Furthermore, 
Ladson-Billings also pointed out that “native” researchers may also experience alienation 
from the community they are researching due to a perceived difference in socio-economic 
or educational status between those being researched and the researcher, even if of the 
same ethnic background. Throughout this research, I worked consistently to balance 
maintaining a researcher perspective, while also reflecting on my personal experiences as 
a Latina. 
Site and Participant Selection 
I used convenience sampling (Creswell, 2013), and chose research sites within the 
Hillcrest County School District2 due to its proximity to my geographical location. 
Within the district, I focused my research efforts in areas of the school district with large 
Latino populations. To identify these areas, I examined school district demographic 
information, State Department of Education information, as well as United States Census 
Bureau statistics. Potential sites included 15 elementary schools, 3 middle schools, 3 high 
                                                
2 All district and school names are pseudonyms. 
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schools, and 3 middle-high schools.  
Participants in this study were those that were considered to be excellent music 
teachers in their work with Latino student populations. After obtaining research 
permissions from Hillcrest County School District administrative personnel, I selected 
participants through community nomination, a term coined by Foster (1991) to describe a 
process through which community members choose participants through direct contact 
and nomination. I sought nominations of teachers through a series of interviews with 
Latino families and school district personnel. Questions asked during conversations with 
Latino families and school district personnel are provided in Appendix A. To select 
Latino families to provide community nominations, I consulted three Latino church 
pastors within those areas of the school district I had identified as having large Latino 
populations. Their congregations housed a variety of age groups of students and their 
families that could provide community nominations. The district officials that I 
interviewed included the fine arts coordinator and fine arts coordinator assistant, the 
elementary, middle, and high school level associate superintendents, the director of the 
Office of Educator Effectiveness, and the principals and assistant principals of schools 
with large Latino populations. Names of teachers nominated more than once became 
potential participants for this study. I protected identities of all interviewees by assigning 
each a code, rather than being identified by name, occupation, position, or any other 
identifier.  
After I generated a list of potential teacher participants, I contacted principals (or 
principal designees) of schools where nominees were employed to obtain permission to 
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conduct the study within their schools. After obtaining permission from each school 
principal, I contacted nominated teachers to discuss the study. Three teachers ultimately 
consented to participate in the study. The form used to obtain teacher participant consent 










Elementary general music teacher  
Mann Elementary School 
12 Caucasian 
Adam Smith 
Middle school band director 
Harris Middle School 
12 Caucasian 
Jonathan La Porte 
Middle school choir director 
Newbold Middle School 
1 Biracial  
Note. All names are pseudonyms 
Table 2 provides a description of demographic information of each participants’ place of 
employment. 
Table 2 
Research Sites Demographic Information 



















school 670 17 76 4 3 
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Once I obtained consent from teacher participants, we collaboratively selected 
music classes for classroom observations. Class selection criteria required that Latino 
students be enrolled in the course and, where possible, classes with the highest 
percentage of Latino students were selected. Each teacher selected three Latino students 
to be interviewed; the only stipulation was that the students must have identified as 
Latino. Teachers were encouraged to nominate students whom they felt could articulate 
their thoughts well, whether in Spanish or English. Consent forms for student participants 
and their parents were provided in both Spanish and English and are provided in 
Appendices C and D. As part of the informed consent process, I made myself available 
for one evening at each research location for parents/guardians and students to come to an 
optional informational meeting about the project where I provided clarifying information 
about the study. Students who returned their signed consent forms within the specified 
two-week time period were enrolled in the study; all but one student returned their signed 
consent forms. I did not seek another student participant to take the place of the one who 
did not return the signed consent form, as I deemed that the total number of student 
participants in the study would yield sufficient data. Eight students enrolled in the study. 
Table 3 provides a description of student participants. 
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Table 3 
Student Participants by Nationality/Ethnicity 
Student Participant School Attended Age Grade Nationality/Ethnicity 
Mirna Mann Elementary School 7 1 
Born in the United States 
Parents from Bolivia 
Nina Mann Elementary School 7 1 
Born in the United States 
Mother from Mexico 
Father from Guatemala 
Barbara Mann Elementary School 7 1 
Born in Guatemala 
Parents from Guatemala 
Luisa Harris Middle School 12 6 
Born in the United States 
Parents form Mexico 
Gabriela Harris Middle School 13 7 
Born in the United States 
Mother from Cuba 
Father from Puerto Rico 
José Harris Middle School 13 8 
Born in Mexico 
Parents from Mexico 
Gloria Newbold Middle School 14 8 
Born in the United States 
Parents from Mexico 
Diana Newbold Middle School 14 8 
Born in Guatemala 
Parents from Guatemala 
Note. All names are pseudonyms 
Data Collection 
When utilizing portraiture as a research methodology, a researcher approaches 
data collection in aesthetic as well as empirical ways (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 
1997). In my quest to capture the essence of excellent teaching with Latino students, I 
spent considerable time in participants’ work environments during the spring 2016 
semester. I collected data from multiple sources including open-ended interviews with 
teachers and students, classroom observations, field notes, and documents that guided me 
in producing a “thick description” (Geertz, 1973). Data collection from various sources 
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allowed for triangulation by providing a variety of evidence to support richness of results 
(Stake, 1995).  
Interviews 
The interviews were open-ended, allowing participants to speak freely and 
sometimes even deviate from the original question. This type of interview can provide 
rich data, as participants took part in guided conversations and were able to express their 
answers in deep and meaningful ways. Open-ended interviews were designed “to 
understand informants on their own terms and how they make meaning of their own 
lives, experiences, and cognitive processes” (Brenner, 2006, p. 357). Open-ended 
interviews allowed for the time and space to build rapport with participants and to build a 
relationship over the time of data collection. To protect the privacy of teacher and student 
participants, as well as to allow participants to express themselves freely and without 
interruption, I held all interviews in a private location such as the office of the teacher, 
the principal, or the guidance counselor. I used a digital recording device rather than 
taking notes, which allowed for more interaction with participants, including direct eye 
contact, as well as verbal and physical reactions to the conversation. I transcribed all 
interviews for later coding and analysis. To maintain confidentiality, I assigned each 
participant a pseudonym. The resulting data added to the richness of stories and 
descriptions I created.  
Each teacher participated in three 60-minute interviews. Each of the three 
interviews covered different topics. A list of topics and questions that were approached 
during each of the three interviews with teachers appears in Appendix E. During the first 
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interview the teachers provided personal and demographic information and described 
their perceptions of working with Latino students, how they set the classroom 
environment for optimal learning, and the curricular choices they made for optimal 
student learning. For the second interview, topics included the teachers’ acquisition of 
knowledge of Latinos and their communities, the formal and informal experiences that 
prepared them to teach Latinos, as well as their on-going experiences with Latino 
populations and communities, cultural knowledge, and how that knowledge and 
experience informs pedagogical practices. The topics for the third interview included the 
teacher’s own teacher preparation experiences for working with Latino students, their 
recommendations for experiences that would help prepare teachers for working with 
Latino students, and their reflections on classroom observations and teaching success 
strategies.  
Each Latino student participated in one open-ended, 30-minute interview. Student 
participant interviews included questions regarding personal/demographic information, 
participation and preferred activities in music classes, teacher’s involvement with Latino 
culture, and teacher’s involvement with Latino families. A list of topics and questions 
that were approached during each of the interviews with Latino students appears in 
Appendix F. 
Observations 
I observed 10 class periods in each of the three classrooms, resulting in 30 hours 
of classroom observation data. Those observations occurred over a period of two weeks 
for a total of 10 hours. Some observations took place in person; the teachers video 
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recorded the others for me to review later. I saved the video files to a password-protected 
computer and backed up on an external hard drive that was stored in a locked cabinet to 
which only I had access. I permanently deleted the files from the recording device. Field 
notes included information of my observations as well as my thoughts, memos, and 
connections. I kept all data, including video recordings, field notes, audio recordings, 
interview transcripts, and documents, in a secure location.  
Data Analysis 
Portraiture is based on narration that provides rich data in reporting the essence of 
the topic of study (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). A researcher who is employing 
portraiture as an approach analyzes data with the intent to construct tapestries that capture 
not only the essence of the investigated phenomenon, but also participant voices, 
authority, knowledge, and wisdom (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). Through 
portraiture, researchers seek to uncover stories beyond the obvious. In reporting stories, 
researchers seek to draw out aesthetic aspects while reporting empirical facts. They look 
for the “good” in the stories, and make connections to theoretical frameworks.  
In my data analysis, I looked for evidence of excellent teaching demonstrated 
through classroom pedagogy supported by interview conversations with participants. I 
searched for commonalities in pedagogical practices and thought processes between 
teacher participants, and synthesized data through my personal reflection and discussion. 
I coded interview transcripts as well as classroom observation field notes in search of 
categories and themes. Analyzing my detailed field notes was particularly helpful in this 
process, as I searched for deeper meaning to what I had seen and heard. As various 
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categories of pedagogical actions emerged, I constructed charts that helped me to 
organize data and see congruent pedagogical actions between cases. I analyzed data from 
each case individually and then compared cases using cross-case analysis (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). By examining and comparing findings from each of the cases, I found 
similarities between pedagogical practices, thus showing that results of one case may not 
be particular to that single case. As Miles and Huberman (1994) noted, “At a deeper 
level, the aim is to see processes and outcomes across many cases, to understand how 
they are qualified by local conditions, and thus to develop more sophisticated 
descriptions and more powerful explanations” (p. 172). Through cross-case analysis, I 
sought commonalities between cases and synthesized general explanations. By ordering 
of information into various categories, I sought to discover commonalities in teacher 
participants’ Latino cultural knowledge and how they utilize that knowledge in their 
music pedagogical practices.  
I embraced the aesthetic nature of portraiture by reporting data through narratives, 
while maintaining the empirical nature of research by providing reflection and discussion 
linked to theoretical perspectives. I chose two units of analysis as the focus of my 
reporting: instructional content choices and classroom interactions. To create portraits 
that best captured the essence of the excellent teaching I had observed, I told the 
participants’ stories through vignettes. After each vignette was constructed, I sought to 
bring deeper meaning to the narrative by providing background, additional information, 
and my own thoughts and reflections as they pertained to the demonstrated pedagogy. I 
repeated this process by creating a number of vignettes followed by reflection and 
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analysis, and was able to weave together a tapestry of portraits that aesthetically and 
empirically demonstrated excellent music pedagogy for Latino students. 
A discussion section follows each vignette, highlighting aspects of each scenario 
seen through a culturally relevant theoretical lens. I linked other background information 
to each scenario, adding further richness to the descriptions. As a portraitist, I searched 
for the story within the default story, finding richness in the scenarios beyond the obvious 
(Chapman, 2007). In my “search for goodness” (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1983, p. 23), I 
linked aspects of the scenarios with my own understandings, raised possible questions, 
and related to my own experiences as a Latina student and teacher. 
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CHAPTER 5: RESEARCH SITES AND CONTEXT 
In this chapter, I provide contextual information about the school district, 
individual research sites, and teacher participants. I include biographical information, 
educational background, and teaching experience. The contextual information concerning 
teacher participants was further evidence of thought processes and experiences that led to 
excellent pedagogy. This information may assist the reader in understanding the actions 
the participants took and the decisions they made in each of the scenarios portrayed in the 
Chapter 6. 
The Hillcrest County School District 
Situated in a southeastern area of the United States, the Hillcrest School District 
comprises 47 elementary schools, 12 middle schools, 12 high schools, 9 charter schools 
serving various age groups, and five alternative or specialized program schools serving a 
total of over 50,000 students and their families. The large school district employs over 
3,500 teachers and staff. Schools are located throughout the 1300 square mile county, and 
vary in student population, ethnicity, and culture. Some schools primarily comprise 
Caucasian student populations, while others house large African American and Latino 
student populations. There are neighborhood schools, magnet schools, partial magnet 
schools, military program schools, arts schools, and science and technology schools. 
Extra- and co-curricular opportunities vary from school to school, based on the focus of 
each school program. Some schools are arts-focused and have numerous opportunities for 
students to participate in classes such as band, choir, orchestra, piano, dance, theatre, and 
visual arts; others focus on science and engineering and offer one music option such as 
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band or choir. Some schools provide a military-style experience and incorporate physical 
routines into the school day, leaving less time for music electives; others incorporate an 
integrated style where the curriculum is infused with music and art.  
Hillcrest County has a total population of over 370,000, 62% of whom identify as 
White, 30% as African American, 5% as Latino, and 3% as Other (United States Census 
Bureau, n.d.). Approximately 4000 Latino students, 8% of the total district student 
population, attend schools in the Hillcrest County School District. The three schools 
where teacher participants are employed are situated in an area of the county with a 
comparatively large Latino population: In those schools, 31% of the students identify as 
Latino.  
Neighborhoods near these schools are lined with small, older homes, often close 
together. Some are pristine with well-manicured lawns, while others have not seen lawn 
mowers as frequently. Trailer parks dot the area. Children can be seen running and 
playing, while ladies catch up on the latest stories and the men work on their vehicles or 
other projects. The three settings that served as research sites were a general music 
classroom with kindergarten and first-grade students at Mann Elementary School, sixth 
through eighth-grade band classes at Harris Middle School, and sixth- through eighth-
grade choir classes at Newbold Middle School.  
Mann Elementary School and Mr. Glenn Frost 
Mann Elementary is a primary grades school that houses 636 students from pre-
kindergarten through first grade. The student population identifies as 54% Latino, 35% 
African American, 8% White, and 3% Other. At Mann Elementary School, every effort is 
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made to create an environment where all students feel comfortable and welcome, and 
where they can communicate with their peers and adults in the building effectively. The 
school addresses the needs of the Latino population by making bilingual resources 
available, providing the means for communication in Spanish and English. Often, Latino 
students and their families arrive not knowing how to speak English, and would 
otherwise have a difficult time adjusting to their new environment, were it not for the 
assistance of bilingual staff. Mann Elementary employs translators as well as advocates 
who work with students and families. Mr. Frost explained, “Because we are Title I, we do 
get funding for [translators], and they do make that a priority” (Interview 1). In addition, 
students who do not speak English are paired with bilingual students to facilitate some of 
the adjustment to the new school.  
Student participants at Mann Elementary School included three 7-year-old first 
graders named Mirna, Nina, and Barbara.3 Mirna was born in the United States to parents 
from Bolivia. She explained that, although her parents spoke English, she and her 
younger sisters were strongly encouraged to speak Spanish at home. Nina, also born in 
the United States, has a mother who is from Mexico and a father from Guatemala. Nina 
speaks Spanish at home. Mirna and Nina were both shy and quiet, yet became 
increasingly talkative throughout our conversations. Mirna became comfortable with me 
to the point of telling me stories beyond the interview questions. Both Mirna and Nina 
were bilingual, fluent in both Spanish and English. Barbara had recently moved from 
Guatemala; she had only been in the United States for one month. At home, she spoke 
                                                
3 All student participant names are pseudonyms. 
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Spanish with her mother and practiced her English with her younger brother. As an 
emergent bilingual, Barbara struggled to understand when I began our interview in 
English. When I switched to Spanish, she was delighted and easily engaged in our 
conversation. 
Mr. Frost, the music teacher at Mann Elementary School, kindly allowed me to 
observe his classes and engaged with me in conversations that described his background, 
experience, and interests that informed his current teaching. 
“I’m an information junkie.” Mr. Frost’s classroom was decorated with colorful 
signs, posters, and pictures; many were in Spanish and English, a common theme in 
classrooms throughout the school. A plethora of musical instruments were placed on 
shelves surrounding the perimeter of the room. Mr. Frost’s energetic nature was evident; 
he did not hide his enthusiasm for his work as he gestured with his hands while speaking 
volubly. Mr. Frost told me that he loved learning, and constantly sought opportunities to 
become better educated about languages and culture. “I’m an ‘information junkie,’ Mr. 
Frost explained. I like learning about stuff. Once I get interested in something, I just 
explore and explore and explore” (Interview 2). Mr. Frost did as much as he could to get 
to know his students and their families, and used this information to teach. “I love 
learning, and I’m a self-paced learner. I just do it. I would do it anyway. I like studying 
languages, I like studying music, I study scores. I study the most current theory, music 
theory” (Interview 1). In addition, Mr. Frost stated, “I subscribe to a lot of journals and 
stuff like that so aside from what I teach here, I have all of this other stuff going on in my 
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head…as well” (Interview 1). It was evident almost from the beginning that Mr. Frost’s 
zeal for learning transcends the classroom setting. 
“I might as well know some Spanish.” Mr. Frost identifies as Caucasian; 
however, he has a background in speaking Spanish. In a previously held teaching 
position, Mr. Frost worked in an area with a large Latino population and learned basic 
Spanish to be able to communicate with his students and their families. He explained, 
“Because of the climate, I was dealing with Spanish speakers, so [I thought] I might as 
well know some Spanish, at least some basic things” (Interview 1). Mr. Frost took a 
proactive approach and did what he could to prepare himself for the environment where 
he taught. In one instance, one of the schools where he worked provided an opportunity 
for teachers to learn Spanish, as well as parents to learn English through the use of 
computer software. Mr. Frost took full advantage of the opportunity and went through all 
of the lessons. He explained: “I did it. I went through all five levels. I said, I’m gonna do 
it! It’s free! What an idiot not to do that, to help your teaching and learning!” (Interview 
1). His knowledge and use of the Spanish language have served to not only inform his 
personal interests, but have also been an asset to Mr. Frost’s teaching career. 
“I took Javanese Gamelan.” In addition to experiences Mr. Frost has sought of 
his own accord as an adult, he has a plethora of educational experience. As a child, he 
was always involved with music in one way or another, learning to play cello and guitar 
at an early age. Having taken years of guitar lessons, he considered this to be his primary 
instrument: 
I wasn’t active in band in high school like many people are because I played 
guitar exclusively at that point and I was more interested in popular music, so I 
	  59 
could play in bands outside of school. But I was invited, when they found out that 
I could read music, they invited me to play in ‘Bye, Bye Birdie’ in high school, so 
I did have that one little taste of that experience. (Interview 1) 
Mr. Frost immersed himself in varied musical learning environments in high school, 
college, and graduate school, soaking in as many experiences as possible, including 
performance and composition, as well as non-traditional experiences with cultural music. 
Mr. Frost explained, “I took Javanese Gamelan and started to kind of learn and started to 
meet, started to encounter ethnomusicologists, so people whose study is just that—music 
of different cultures” (Interview 2). 
“The population was just growing…very fast.” Mr. Frost’s teaching career 
spanned 12 years. After finishing his formal education, he taught in various locations 
throughout the United States in areas with large Latino student populations. Having spent 
seven years at Mann Elementary, Mr. Frost marveled at how quickly the time has passed. 
As he reminisced about the time he had spent there, he expressed his amazement at how 
things have changed:  
When I first started here, the population was just growing huge very, very fast. 
And so it outgrew this school and half of it went to what is now another upper 
grades elementary school, which is the school we feed into. (Interview 1) 
Mr. Frost attributed this boom in population to a growing job market, and stated that 
many of those moving into the area identified as Latino. In fact, the growth in the area 
changed the population of the school to a Latino majority, whereas it had previously been 
an African American majority. The shift in culture obligated the teachers to learn more 
about Latino culture and created an urgency to develop resources to communicate with 
Latino students and their families in a variety of ways. Mr. Frost easily embraced the 
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cultural shift, having had previous experience in working with Latino populations in 
previous schools.  
Harris Middle School and Mr. Adam Smith 
Harris Middle School has a population of 530 students, 63% of whom identify as 
African American, 22% as Latino, 10% as White, and 5% as Other. Among the teaching 
faculty is a bilingual Student Intervention Specialist who often works with Latino 
students and families. Although many of the students that attend the school are from the 
immediate neighborhood, the school also draws students from some of the neighboring 
towns due to its math and science focus. Among other revered programs, the band 
program boasts a tradition of excellence, as evidenced by the various plaques and awards 
displayed in the band room. 
Student participants from Harris Middle School included Luisa, Gabriela, and 
José. Luisa is a bilingual 12-year-old born in the United States. Her parents are from 
Mexico. Luisa explained that her parents made her speak Spanish at home, and that 
sometimes she forgets some words in her native language. Gabriela, a 13-year-old, was 
also born in the United States; she is also bilingual. Her father is Puerto Rican and her 
mother is Cuban. She said that she had never been to her father’s homeland, but that her 
family had plans to visit in the near future. José, a Mexican-born 13-year-old, explained 
that his family moved to the United States when he was four years old. His siblings were 
born in the United States. He explained that he speaks primarily Spanish at home, as his 
parents speak little English.  
Mr. Smith, the band director at Harris Middle School, spoke with me about his 
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previous experiences and background, and how those experiences informed his current 
practice. He allowed me to observe his teaching, where I saw evidence of high 
expectations, kindness, and caring, as well as student engagement with the presented 
classroom content. 
“They’re pretty fluent.” Mr. Smith was new to Harris Middle School, but had 
taught in the Hillcrest County School District for several years prior to taking this 
position. His classroom was tidy; the equipment looked shiny and new. The room size 
allowed for seating of 40 students comfortably, and a high ceiling gave the room a large 
appearance. Although glad for the experience at his previous school, Mr. Smith seemed 
delighted to be a part of the teaching staff at Harris Middle School.  
Approximately 12% of the students in Mr. Smith’s classes identified as Latino; by 
comparison, 22% of the entire school population identifies as Latino. Mr. Smith 
attributed the lower percentage of Latino students in his classes to having been new to the 
school that year and his just getting to know his environment as well as students at the 
school just getting to know him. Mr. Smith found that all Latino students in his classes 
were fluent in their understanding and speaking of the English language. He found that 
by the time they enrolled in middle school, they had generally acquired the skills 
necessary to communicate effectively in English. He explained, “Conversationally, they 
all seem pretty fluent to me” (Interview 1). Mr. Smith’s background is very different 
from the students he has taught, and he admits that it is through his teaching experience 
that he has gained the skills to effectively work with culturally diverse student 
populations. 
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“I saw what the band director was doing…and I thought that seemed like 
fun.” Mr. Smith identifies as Caucasian, and he stated that he grew up in an area where 
“most of the population was of White European heritage” (Interview 1). Although there 
were pockets of Latino populations, his interaction with Latinos was very limited. Mr. 
Smith’s career took him to various areas of the United States where he taught in schools 
with large Latino student populations. He credits much of his contact and knowledge 
about Latino culture from his time working with Latino students. Mr. Smith’s formal 
education consisted of performance and conducting opportunities, as well as a few 
required courses on diversity and inclusion: 
When I was in school, I really enjoyed music. I saw what the band director was 
doing, what I thought the band director was doing, and I thought that seemed like 
fun. I wasn’t sure at first, if I wanted to be more into performing or not before 
college, and I’m not sure I had really decided until I was in college. But it seemed 
like an enjoyable thing to do for me. And it would be a way that I could be around 
music and be able to help young people the same way, enjoy things the same way 
I enjoyed them. (Interview 1) 
“It’s more about that individual student.” Mr. Smith is a man of quiet 
demeanor and few—but thoughtful—words. He calmly sat back behind his desk as we 
talked. In my visits to Mr. Smith’s classes, I found that he maintained the same calm 
demeanor in his teaching. He and his students worked well together to achieve their 
musical goals. He included all of his students as he taught, acknowledging their 
individuality. Mr. Smith told me that he thinks less in terms of stereotypes and grouping 
students and people into general categories, and more in looking at each student as an 
individual and getting to know them in order to cater to their individual needs, learning 
styles, and preferences, inclusive of their cultural backgrounds. He explained, “It’s more 
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about that individual student—how they’re going to respond….I know that this person 
seems to take criticism very deeply and this other student, it doesn’t really mean anything 
to them” (Interview 1). I found that, although Mr. Smith does not consider himself to 
teach through a cultural lens but rather focuses on individuals, he is indeed sensitive to 
each students’ needs and how they learn, and as a result enacts excellent teaching 
practices.  
Newbold Middle School and Mr. Jonathan La Porte 
Newbold Middle School’s student population comprises 670 students, 76% of 
whom identify as African American, 17% as Latino, 4% as White, and 3% as Other. 
There are approximately 40 teachers in the building; only the Spanish teacher identifies 
as Latino. The school consists of a main building with labyrinths of hallways and 
classrooms, as well as several portable classroom trailers on the school grounds. Mr. La 
Porte’s choirs are taught in one of the portable classrooms.  
Student participants from Newbold Middle School included Gloria and Diana. 
Gloria, a 14-year-old bilingual student was born in the United States. Her parents are 
from Mexico. Her parents moved to the United States as young children and speak both 
Spanish and English fluently. Diana, a 14-year-old emergent bilingual, is from Guatemala 
and explained that she had only been in the United States for approximately seven 
months. Our interview was in Spanish, as she was not yet comfortable speaking in 
English. 
Mr. La Porte, the choir director at Newbold Middle School, was in his first year of 
teaching. He had been nominated as an excellent teacher in his community by district 
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personnel as well as Latino families, many of whom were pleased with the work he had 
done to begin the choir program. Despite being in his first year of teaching and in his 
early 20’s, he demonstrated the demeanor of an experienced educator. As we conversed 
about his background, he openly shared educational as well as life experiences that 
shaped his teaching decisions. 
“Friends don’t let friends CHEW GUM in chorus.” The choir room had two 
teaching areas, divided by an unusable bathroom in the middle, the toilet covered in 
plastic. The bathroom served as a connecting hallway between the two sides of the 
building. Grey plastic risers and a piano filled one side, while the other half housed 
tables, chairs, and a few computers. The decorations were sparse, with a few small 
posters sprinkled throughout the room to remind of the classroom rules; one with a blue 
background read, “Friends don’t let friends CHEW GUM in chorus!” Few posters lined 
the walls, as Mr. La Porte stated that “it’s harder when you’re in a trailer” because there 
are no bulletin boards in the rooms, and the walls are made of a material to which very 
little adheres (Interview 1). 
Mr. La Porte’s classes housed students of whom 12% to 40% identify as Latino, a 
higher percentage of Latino students than the whole school population reflected. Choir 
was a new program at Newbold Middle School, and, although Mr. La Porte taught some 
music theory and literacy, most of his energy was spent on teaching songs and skills for 
performance. He considered his classes performance-based, and planned concerts and 
performances to make his choirs visible to the school, parents, and the community.  
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“Choir is not just a girl thing.” In addition to being the choir director and 
starting a new program, Mr. La Porte had also taken on the responsibility of being the 
school’s football coach and has recently brought the team back from a losing season the 
previous year, to an undefeated season this year. Among other reasons for taking on this 
additional responsibility, Mr. La Porte explained that he “wanted to build rapport with the 
kids, especially with the boys, to show them that choir is not just a girl thing” (Interview 
2). When I observed Mr. La Porte’s teaching, I saw students who were focused and 
engaged, many swaying and moving to the beat, clapping, and singing with smiles and 
happy expressions. Students interacted with each other and with their teacher verbally 
and nonverbally. When they needed assistance, they did not hesitate to ask. The 
environment was one of learning and cooperation between teacher and students, as well 
as between peers. When emergent bilingual students needed translation, they openly 
sought help, and their bilingual peers were ready and willing to assist. Mr. La Porte 
described his belief that teaching involves guiding students to develop their own ideas 
about their learning. He believed that giving students the tools to achieve their learning 
goals was beneficial. His curricular choices reflected music that carried messages of 
hope, equity, and unity, and he used repertoire to not only teach music, but to teach his 
students about life and what they could achieve if they worked hard toward their goals. 
“I kind of didn’t get it.” Mr. La Porte identifies as being “mixed,” having a 
mother who is White and a father who is Black.4 Having spent most of his formative 
years in a White suburban area, he identifies most with the White part of his ethnicity. He 
                                                
4 Mr. La Porte’s terms when referring to his parents’ ethnicities 
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also admits to feeling taken aback by ethnic references made by others:  
It was the very first day of teaching and one student was complaining about how 
this White student would pretend he’s Black or something. He would say, ‘Act 
your race,’ and I kind of was like, ‘What do you mean?’ It just threw me off. 
(Interview 2) 
Mr. La Porte referred to a time in college when he took a course from a professor who 
had a background in teaching in a school with a large minority population. In 
encouraging Mr. La Porte to become a teacher in schools with large minority populations, 
the professor made reference to his African American heritage, some which Mr. La Porte 
did not understand at the time: 
He really tried to sell it, especially to me because I was African American. He 
was really the only teacher that really said, ‘Hey, you’re an African American. 
You know, [teaching] is something you really need to consider.’ And he was the 
first person to ever bring it up to me, probably because he was the first person 
ever to be in that kind of scenario and really understand teaching music in those 
settings. He would fist bump me all the time because that’s what he did with his 
students. He knew what that scenario was like and I kind of didn’t get it when he 
was talking to me but now that I’m here, I am starting to get it. (Interview 2) 
Mr. La Porte strove to make connections with his students to better understand where 
they came from and what they brought to the classroom every day.  
“She doesn’t speak English.” After his university experiences, Mr. La Porte 
applied for teaching jobs in the southeastern part of the United States and was quickly 
hired to teach choir at Newbold Middle School. Newbold had not had a choir director nor 
a choir program prior to Mr. La Porte taking the position, but he rose to the challenge of 
building a program from scratch. It was up to him to recruit students, choose repertoire, 
plan performances, and teach music to students who had not had previous musical 
training. Mr. La Porte shared with me that some of his Latino students were English 
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Language Learners, posing a challenge for him to communicate with them. Mr. La Porte 
explains, “On the very first day, one of my 8th grade girls…came in, and [the other 
students] were like, ‘Oh, she doesn’t speak English’…I didn’t expect that to happen” 
(Interview 1). 
Despite his limited teaching experience, Mr. La Porte quickly adapted to working 
at Newbold Middle School and devised ways to communicate with and teach Latino 
students in his classes. He showed them through his actions that he cared about them and 
their academic success. His students told me they appreciated his efforts, his passion, and 
his choice of repertoire, and most readily participated in class and in the performances. 
Students expressed their pride about their work and worked hard to succeed both for their 
own benefit, as well as to make their teacher proud. 
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CHAPTER 6: PORTRAITS AND ANALYSIS 
I utilized portraiture in my narrative approach, through which I sought to “record 
and interpret the perspectives and experiences” of Latino students and their music 
teachers, “documenting their voices and their visions—their authority, knowledge, and 
wisdom” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. xv). I used this methodology because I 
sought to bridge “aesthetics and empiricism, appealing to intellect and emotion, seeking 
to inform and inspire, and joining the endeavors of documentation, interpretation, and 
intervention” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. xvi). I created aesthetic portraits 
through vignettes, followed by evidence of empirical analysis through discussion and 
reflection. By melding the aesthetic with the empirical, I wove a tapestry as I sought to 
glean positive interactions and excellent practices enacted by music teachers working 
with Latino students.  
In this chapter, I feature narratives that illustrate the pedagogical practices that the 
practitioners enacted through the inclusion of multicultural curriculum, as well as by 
facilitating equity and opportunity for all students in public school music classrooms 
during the 2015–2016 school year. I analyzed data to find facets of culturally relevant 
pedagogical practices exhibited by music teachers of Latino students.  I drew from extant 
literature on core instructional practices and made connections to pedagogies I observed 
to formulate categories of pedagogical practices for working with Latino students. 
Discussions following each of the vignettes, interweaving my experiences and reflections 
with what I observed. Whereas vignettes portray examples of culturally relevant 
pedagogical practices, reflections and discussions offer my own interpretations of 
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observed pedagogical practices and classroom interactions, and link to the theoretical 
framework for this study. For organizational purposes, I categorized the vignettes into 
themed areas of culturally relevant pedagogy, organized by scenarios that portray 
academic achievement, cultural competence, and critical consciousness. 
Academic Achievement 
Ladson-Billings (2001) noted that teachers who focus on academic achievement 
share a number of characteristics, including believing all students can achieve, holding 
high expectations, knowing how to teach class content best, and adjusting teaching based 
on the context within their own classrooms. In this section, I share examples of teachers 
facilitating student academic achievement. Teachers showed examples of their concern 
for their students’ academic achievement through various interactions, and they made 
sure their students could participate in the class content, regardless of language. 
Teachers’ facilitating of academic achievement for their students was demonstrated in 
these examples by the use of monosyllabic warm-ups in middle school choir and 
assigning bilingual peer mentors to emergent bilingual students. Additionally, teachers 
demonstrated their concern for academic achievement by facilitating participation for all 
students, addressing and solving discipline issues when they occurred in ways that 
minimize class interruptions, and interacting with students in caring ways. 
Facilitating Participation for English Language Learners 
“La, la, la, la, la, la, la, la, laaaaaa,” a five-note major scale was sung. Now up a 
half-step, “La, la, la, la, la, la, la, la, laaaaaa.” The warm-up continued higher and 
higher. Next came a warm-up that began on the fifth note of a scale and bounced down to 
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the tonic.  
“Bop-a-bop-a-bop-a-bop-a-bop.” Up a half step, the warm-up repeated. 
While standing on choir risers, some students swayed, hands in pockets, singing 
with half-open mouths while others sang in full voice, adding gestures with their hands as 
they worked their way up the vocalizations. The warm ups continued with solfege 
syllables.  
“Do. Do, Re, Do. Do, Re, Mi, Re, Do. Do, Re, Mi, Fa, Mi, Re, Do…” all the way 
up a major scale. Then just as easily as it began, the same warm-up was sung with 
numbers. 
“One. One, two, one. One, two, three, two, one. One, two, three, four, three, two, 
one…” After this warm up was complete, another followed, alternating solfege and 
numbers. 
All Latino students in the class stood together at the center of the risers. 
Throughout the class period, there was occasional whispering and pointing at the music 
among the Latino students. Mr. La Porte responded to the whispers and gestures 
throughout the class: 
“Diana, do you have any questions about the music? Gloria, do you need any 
help in translating this for Diana?” 
“We’re good, Mr. La Porte,” Gloria affirmed. 
“Ok, class, let’s do a review of the musical alphabet. Who remembers the musical 
alphabet?” 
“Me; I do! It’s A, B, C, D, E, F, G.” 
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“That’s right, Eric. Also, in Spanish: A, B, C, D, E, F, G [vocalized in Spanish]. 
Good. Ok, let’s move on to our first piece for today.” 
I watched as Mr. La Porte began his class with warm-ups, and I wondered to what 
degree Latino students would participate, particularly those I knew were not fluent in 
English. Would they feign participation or even just stand while others around them 
sang? Yet, when the warm-ups began, all students sang the syllables and numbers. Latino 
students’ involvement captivated me, but I then questioned my own surprise, realizing the 
warm-ups were all monosyllabic—there were no words over which to stumble. Could 
this be the key, I wondered? What a great idea—remove the words and provide no 
excuses for achieving academic success.  
When I spoke with Mr. La Porte about his choir’s warm-up process, he explained 
this was an intentional choice. He did this to facilitate the participation of a few Latino 
students in his class who were not yet completely fluent in English. He strove to use 
words and phrases in Spanish for his Latino students and often used syllables instead of 
words for his choral warm-ups. He knew it would be easier for his Spanish-speaking 
students to participate if they did not have to worry about words: 
When we do warm-ups, we don’t really sing words. We sing “la” instead….We 
also do the same warm-ups over and over every day so the Spanish-speaking kids 
eventually pick it up….You do it every day and they finally pick it up; they can 
sound it out. (Interview 2) 
The use of solfege in the warm-ups made me think that perhaps it might be more 
familiar to Latino students, as many other countries around the world use solfege as their 
standard for naming notes. Perhaps these students were familiar with solfege prior to 
coming to the United States. Adding the solfege to the warm-up sequence in this case 
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could possibly have added another layer of familiarity for Latino students in Mr. La 
Porte’s class. 
I tried to put myself in a Latino student’s place in this choir, recalling my own 
learning of the English language as a young Latina. However, in reality, I could not 
imagine their plight, as I had learned English as a much younger child, at an age that I 
imagine would be less terrifying to do so. It can be much more difficult to learn as an 
older student, particularly during one’s awkward adolescent years when many seek to 
blend into the crowd. Researchers found that 
Confronted with the complexity and high stakes of learning English in 
postprimary settings, a host of other factors may come into play for adolescent 
second language learners including motivational correlates (e.g., frustration, 
embarrassment, and anxiety), values and beliefs, and behavioral outcomes such as 
disengagement from school. (Carhill, Suárez-Orozco, & Páez, 2008, p. 1157) 
As Mr. La Porte’s class demonstrated, having bilingual students in the class 
willing to assist with translation is one potentially effective response to this concern, as 
well as the challenges associated with fewer opportunities for language learning at the 
secondary level. Mr. La Porte could count on the bilingual students in his class for their 
assistance: “Luckily the students here…are willing to translate for us” (Interview 2). 
Bilingual students such as 13-year-old Gloria were sympathetic to their Spanish-speaking 
classmates, and translated for their friends who do not speak English. She also made sure 
to inform her English-speaking friends as to why she spoke Spanish in the classroom and 
what she was saying. She explains, “I just tell them what I did specifically. I don’t want 
any problems [with anyone thinking we are talking about them in Spanish].” According 
to Carhill et al. (2008), “Immigrant students who arrive in the middle and high school 
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years encounter less support for language learning in school, have more complex 
academic content to learn, and have less time to catch up to their native-speaking peers” 
(p. 1156). Gloria’s translations alleviated Diana’s language challenges in choir and 
provided greater access to musical content. When I interviewed Gloria about translating 
for other students in the class, she expressed her sympathetic nature, saying, “I know it’s 
difficult and it’s annoying for them because they don’t understand.” It was apparent she 
had previously experienced this frustration herself. An adolescent English Language 
Learner takes approximately seven years to catch up with his or her English-speaking 
peers, indicating, “the importance of identifying the peer, school, and community 
resources newcomer students may be able to utilize in advancing their academic English 
skills and facilitating engagement with the content of school” (Carhill et al., 2008, p. 
1175). In Mr. La Porte’s classroom, there were spaces created for Latino students to 
assist each other in their understanding of the class content, a vital resource to help Latino 
students to access musical content and engage in the classroom.  
Mr. La Porte communicated with Spanish-speaking students as best he could, 
while continuing with teaching the selected repertoire. Mr. La Porte drew on his 
experiences singing in languages unfamiliar to him: 
I thought back to when I was in college and we sang different languages. I feel 
like it’s kind of like that [for them]. When we sang in German, none of us knew 
how to sing German in choir, but we’d do it anyway because you’re just basically 
reading and sounding things out….It’s the same thing if we don’t understand 
when we’re singing Spanish music in choir, or German or Latin. We may not 
understand those words literally, but we can sound them out and hear them. So 
that’s what, in my mind, I thought this would be like for them. (Interview 2) 
On days when he taught music theory or other lessons involving the completion of 
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worksheets, Mr. La Porte ensured that his Spanish-speaking students had the assignments 
in their own language: 
I’ll…have a separate worksheet or separate page and write those questions out for 
them in Spanish. I’ll have them answer in Spanish and I can just take the time to 
translate it myself. (Interview 2) 
Mr. La Porte sought a variety of ways to facilitate communication for his Spanish-
speaking students by utilizing their language as well as allowing peer assistance. The 
implementation of monosyllabic warmups, allowing peer assistance, and providing 
bilingual worksheets helped his Latino students feel comfortable participating in class. 
By doing this, he encouraged a “community of learners rather than competitive, 
individual achievement” and created an environment of “demanding a higher level of 
academic success for the entire class” (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, p. 480). 
Bilingual Peer Mentors 
I arrived at Mann Elementary School mid-morning and found my way to the main 
office to sign in. As I walked down the hallway to the music classroom where I was to 
meet Mr. Frost and his student Nina, I heard the sounds of children talking and adults 
speaking in their “teacher voices” in Spanish and in English. Mr. Frost greeted me with 
a warm smile as I entered his classroom and then dashed out the door to retrieve Nina 
from her classroom for our interview. I waited a few minutes until they returned together. 
Nina was a small, seven-year-old child with dark hair, dark eyes, and olive-colored skin; 
her fingers to her mouth and her downward gaze gave away her shyness. Mr. Frost had 
some things to do at his desk, so I asked Nina if it was ok if we sat on the rug at the other 
side of the classroom. She nodded yes, her fingers still at her mouth. We walked over to 
	  75 
the rug and sat down, cross-legged, facing each other. I introduced myself and the 
conversation began. To initiate the conversation, I asked her some questions about 
herself and her family background. She answered my questions hesitantly at first, but 
then her fingers came down from her mouth and she became more comfortable in 
speaking with me. 
Since Nina was bilingual, we held our interview in English with a few Spanish 
phrases interspersed. I was particularly interested in how Nina used her knowledge of 
English at school. I asked, “Here at school, do you speak Spanish sometimes?” Nina 
responded, “When the teacher tells me to help the people who are not English. I talk to 
them in Spanish because they don’t know English.” I then understood that Nina was one 
of the students her teacher relied on to help translate for her peers. Nina explained that 
her teacher sometimes asked her to help with students who do not speak English. I asked 
her what sorts of things she did with the students she helped. She responded, “Like we do 
work and the teacher said to help them so he can understand what to do.” During our 
interview, she spoke easily in both English and Spanish, demonstrating her fluency in 
both languages. I could see how she would be a good choice of a student to translate 
classwork for her peers. I complimented her on her knowledge of both languages, and I 
asked if she enjoyed translating for her classmates. She responded by nodding yes. When 
I asked if it was difficult for her to do so, she shook her head no, affirming that it was not 
difficult for her. 
Our conversation shifted to her home and family life, and I inquired as to whether 
or not she spoke Spanish at home. Nina indicated that her parents did not speak English, 
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and therefore she spoke Spanish at home. I questioned her further: “What happens when 
you go home and you have something that [your parents] have to know from the 
school?” Nina replied, “I tell them what I need to tell them…like sometimes when they 
say something and it’s in English, and I tell my momma in Spanish.” Being so young, I 
wondered if Nina understood everything communicated from her school to be able to 
explain things to her parents. “What if it’s something you don’t understand?” I asked. 
She replied, “I say that I don’t know that word or what it means.” She explained, “They 
have something…and they write what they said in the phone and then they understand the 
word in Spanish.” Nina explained that she did not mind being the translator for her 
family, as well as at school. 
• • • 
I met Barbara for the first time the same day I met Nina. Barbara entered the 
classroom in a similar fashion to Nina—head down, fingers to her mouth, averted gaze. I 
quickly learned that for seven-year-old Barbara, who had just arrived in the United 
States from Guatemala one month prior to our interview, bilingual connections and peer 
mentors were crucial to her understanding and adjustment to her new life. I first started 
interviewing Barbara in English, and she was very fidgety, fingers to her mouth, 
downward gaze, hesitant to answer. I asked a few questions about her and her family 
background, attempting to break the ice. After a few questions where she very quietly 
gave one-word answers, it dawned on me that she might not have understood everything I 
was saying in English. I asked, “Barbara, do you speak English?” She looked down and 
replied, “Little bit English. I don’t know….” her voice trailed off. I responded, “You can 
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tell me in Spanish if you like because I speak Spanish.” She quickly looked at me with 
very wide eyes and her mouth dropped open with a sudden look of surprise. “What?” she 
exclaimed. “Si, yo hablo Español!” [Yes, I speak Spanish!], I replied with a smile. 
Barbara couldn’t contain her surprise. “¿Que?!” [What?!], she continued. “Si! 
¿Quieres hablarme en Español mejor? ¿O en los dos idiomas?” [Yes! Would you like to 
speak with me in Spanish instead? Or in both languages?], I reassured her. She stated 
she would like to speak in both languages, but that she preferred me to ask the questions 
in Spanish, and I complied with her request.  
My next question for Barbara centered on my curiosity for her facility in learning 
and understanding English. “¿Se te hace dificil aqui en este paíz con el Inglés?” [Do you 
find it difficult here in this country with speaking English?]. She replied, “Un poquito.” 
[A little.] I asked what she does if she doesn’t understand something. She replied, “Solo 
le llamo a alguien si me puede ayudar de mi clase para hablar.” [I call to talk to 
someone from my class to see if they can help me.] I questioned, “¿De los otros 
estudiantes?” [One of the other students?] She replied, “Si, porque ellos si saben mucho 
Inglés.” [Yes, because they do know a lot of English.] I knew Barbara’s school employed 
several bilingual educators, and I was curious if one of them was Barbara’s classroom 
teacher. “¿Y tu maestra no habla Español?” [And your teacher does not speak Spanish?] 
Barbara laughed as she explained: 
Apenas no me puede hablar a mi. A veces cuando le quiero decir algo a la 
maestra, siempre le digo a una niña que se llama Angela o a otra que se llama 
Lynn. Tengo tres niñas que me pueden ayudar a hablar.” [She can hardly speak 
to me. Sometimes when I want to say something to the teacher, I always tell a girl 
whose name is Angela or to another whose name is Lynn. I have three girls that 
can help me speak.] 
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It was evident that Barbara relied on her bilingual peers to assist her in communicating 
with her teacher. I was curious as to how Barbara completed her homework if she had 
trouble understanding. “¿Entonces como haces las tareas? ¿Las haces en Español o en 
Inglés?” [Then how do you do your work? Do you do it in Spanish or in English? She 
replied, “En Inglés. Asi como yo pueda la hago yo.” [In English. I do the work as best as 
I can.] I complimented her on how well she was doing in learning English, and told her 
she was very brave to be learning a new language.  
The two seven-year-olds in these scenarios astounded me with how brave they 
appeared when adapting to each of their situations. Although Nina was born in the United 
States, she did not speak English until she started attending school, as her family only 
spoke Spanish at home. She was the one that her family counted on to let them know 
what was going on in the world outside of their home environment. Yet, she did not seem 
to mind the responsibility. It was as though she felt it was simply her job to be the liaison 
for her family. The role did not appear to add any pressure to her life, as she spoke about 
how she took it all in stride. Conversely, Barbara had arrived in the United States from 
Guatemala a mere month prior to when I met her. At the beginning of our interview, 
although her answers were short, I detected an over-pronunciation of letters such as “r” 
and “s,” and an emphasis on short vowel sounds, an accent that was typical of Spanish 
speakers native to Central America. It was then that it dawned on me that she probably 
was not yet fluent in the English language. I decided to switch things up and speak in 
Spanish to see if speaking in her language would glean more than one-word answers. 
From her reaction, it was as if I had handed her the keys to a room full of candy. She 
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could not contain her excitement at being able to speak in her own language. Although 
she replied that she would like us to do the interview in both languages, the remainder of 
our conversation continued in Spanish.  
Mr. Frost explained that at Mann Elementary, teachers purposefully “pair up kids 
with a mentor. We do have many bilingual kids now who…really know Spanish and 
English very well” (Interview 3). Bilingual students at Mann Elementary School who 
were paired with classmates new to the United States often found it a natural part of their 
lives to translate for their peers as well as for their own families when necessary. When 
new emergent bilingual students enrolled, peer student mentors played a crucial role in 
assisting the new arrivals with their transition to a new place and a new language. In Mr. 
Frost’s music classroom, I witnessed a teacher who supported Latino students by creating 
spaces for them to interact with their bilingual peer mentors. By acknowledging the 
expertise of bilingual students, Mr. Frost used students’ knowledge of multiple languages 
as an asset in the classroom. He influenced students’ academic achievement by providing 
social and academic interaction with and for Spanish-speaking students. Mr. Frost told 
me about his practices supporting his student Gisela:  
I have her sit with some of the other kids who speak Spanish and they can kind of 
explain if I’m doing something so that I can keep everybody engaged and while 
we are doing a new song or whatever it is, that they can kind of explain what is 
going on on the fly as the kids are learning. (Interview 3) 
Mr. Frost allowed space for peer mentoring conversations to occur during class times, 
providing an invaluable resource for Spanish-speaking students beyond what the teacher 
alone could provide.  
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Nina is one of several students who translated for her peers. She told me that she 
did not mind helping her classmates so they could understand the music and musical 
activities. She also translated for her parents who did not speak English. Nina readily 
admitted that she did not always understand everything that they needed translated. 
According to Nina, her family used technology such as translating software on their 
mobile phones to assist when the language was beyond what Nina could understand or 
translate for them. Nina’s experience as a translator helped students like Barbara, an 
emergent bilingual, who responded positively to speaking in her native language. During 
our exchange, Barbara became lively and we had a wonderful discussion about what it 
was like for her to be new to this country, learning a new language, interacting with new 
people, and living a home life that is rooted in her Guatemalan culture. She told me that 
the opportunity to learn to communicate in English while still having a connection to her 
own language helped Barbara ease some of the stress of adjusting to her new situation.  
A bilingual peer can assist emergent bilingual students to understand their 
classroom and school contexts, while concurrently receiving just as much from this 
mutually beneficial relationship; they form a friendship with someone their own age, 
sometimes facilitating connections between families as well. Building “cooperation, 
community, and connectedness” are aspects of culturally relevant teaching that help to 
construct meaningful relationships in the classroom (Gay, 2010, p. 38); moreover, as 
students learn to work together, they are also “held accountable for one another’s 
success” (p. 38). By facilitating communication for Latino students who may still develop 
greater English language fluency, teachers and peer mentors provided the conditions for 
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the type of “cooperation, community, and connectedness” that can lead to the students’ 
academic and social success. 
Social Interaction and Caring in Elementary Music 
I heard giggling and laughter and saw the teacher and the students all sitting 
cross-legged on the rug in the center of the room in a circle, each holding a part of a 
large stretchy band. They tapped the rhythm of a song on their laps as they moved the 
stretchy band together. At one point in the song, the students and teacher rolled onto 
their backs and rolled back up into a sitting position again. As they transitioned to their 
next activity, the stretchy band was put away. 
“Stay sitting in your spots in a circle! Next we are going to play the “El Florón” 
game! Let me just go get the flower!” In one sweeping movement, Mr. Frost quickly put 
the stretchy band aside, whipped up a plastic flower from his desk, and popped back 
down in his spot in the circle. “Ok, let’s review the words. El Florón.” “El Florón,” the 
students echoed. “Pasó por aqui.” “Pasó por aqui,” the students echoed again. “Y yo no 
lo vi, y yo no lo vi.” “Y yo no lo vi, y yo no lo vi,” the students echoed once again. “Who 
is going to be in the center and guess where the flower ends up? Let’s see…who did we 
end with last time?” Little hands flew in the air, the cries of “Me, me, me!” increased in 
volume. “Well, let me check my list and make sure I choose the right person so we don’t 
leave anyone out,” Mr. Frost quickly popped up again and checked a clipboard on his 
desk, then took his place back on the rug. “Ah, it’s Juan’s turn! Juan, come here to the 
center. Ok, let’s sing it together!” 
The song began and the students sang enthusiastically in Spanish while they 
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passed the plastic flower behind their backs trying to conceal it from Juan in the center. 
The song ended and Dale ended up with the flower. Juan had three guesses to find who 
had the flower hidden behind their back, and on his second guess, he chose Dale. Dale 
went to the center of the circle, Juan took Dale’s place in the circle, and the game began 
again. But, when it was Juan’s turn to pass the flower, he refused to do so. Instead, he 
was playing with a chair that was near him, coming dangerously close to hitting some of 
his classmates with it. “Juan, put the chair down and let’s participate in the game with 
everyone else,” Mr. Frost prompted. Juan refused to put the chair down, and continued 
to move it about. “Juan, if you don’t put the chair down, we are going to have to have a 
talk and you won’t be able to participate in our music class any more today.” Juan 
continued to play with the chair, his eyes averted to the floor. “Ok, Juan, come over here 
by me, we are going to have a talk.” At this, Juan begrudgingly peeled himself off the 
floor, dragged his feet toward Mr. Frost, a large tear gained momentum down his cheek 
and splashed onto his trousers. “Oh, Juan, you’re sad! I’m sorry you’re sad. Come with 
me and let’s talk about it. You have to understand that you are being unsafe by playing 
with the chair and you might hurt other children.” Juan nodded his head with eyes still 
on the floor. Mr. Frost turned his head and said to the rest of the class, “Keep playing 
the game, guys. I’ll be right back.” While the sounds of “El Florón” continued, Mr. Frost 
walked with Juan to the corner of the room by his desk, crouched down to Juan’s eye 
level, and spoke quietly to the six-year-old. In a few minutes, Juan was ready to rejoin the 
group and the students again made space for him in the circle.  
Mr. Frost skillfully managed his class while reacting to Juan’s behavior in a 
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positive manner. He chose to respond in meaningful ways to help Juan understand 
classroom safety, and how his behavior was affecting his opportunity to learn. He chose 
to allow the class to continue with what they were doing while moving to another part of 
the room to talk with Juan. He spoke with Juan in a soft and calm manner, crouching to 
Juan’s eye level. Mr. Frost showed patience, respect, and care for Juan by speaking with 
Juan at a level of understanding appropriate to the young man, mixing in his language, 
and doing all of this off to the side where other students could not be privy to the 
conversation. By doing this, he saved Juan from embarrassment in front of his peers, all 
the while explaining to him the reasons why his actions were unsafe.  
Mr. Frost exhibited characteristics of culturally relevant pedagogical practices by 
demonstrating caring for his students as he addressed behavioral concerns in a kind and 
sympathetic manner. He resolved issues without disrupting the class, allowing the 
remainder of the students to continue to participate. Gay (2010) addressed the importance 
of culturally responsive caring and explained how “teachers who really care for their 
students…model academic, social, personal, and moral behaviors and values for students 
to emulate” (p. 48). While communicating with Juan regarding his behavior, Mr. Frost 
spoke with him in a calm, soothing manner. I noticed that the rest of the students in Mr. 
Frost’s class remained calm and focused on their musical activity while Mr. Frost spoke 
with Juan. Mr. Frost’s demeanor throughout the incident set a tone of calmness and 
respect for Juan, while maintaining focus and an atmosphere of learning for his other 
students. This scenario is reminiscent of teacher and psychologist Haim Ginott’s (1972) 
famous quote: 
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I have come to a frightening conclusion. I am the decisive element in the 
classroom. It is my personal approach that creates the climate. It is my daily mood 
that makes the weather. I possess tremendous power to make a child's life 
miserable or joyous. I can humiliate or humor, hurt or heal. My response decides 
whether a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated, and a child humanized or 
dehumanized. (p. 15–16) 
Even at their very young age, Mr. Frost’s students appreciated his enthusiasm for his 
work as well as his caring and sympathetic nature. As Gay (2010) explained, “Caring 
interpersonal relationships are characterized by patience, persistence, facilitation, 
validation, and empowerment for the participants” (p. 49). In my conversation with 
Mirna, she stated, “He likes music a lot!” In my interview with Nina, she said, “He 
teaches us how to use the instruments so we can know how to [play] them. Sometimes we 
do songs with him, like songs in English or Spanish.” Barbara noted, “I like him because 
he is nice. And when someone feels bad, sometimes he talks to us.” In the language of 
seven-year-olds, these words speak to caring characteristics that they admire and 
appreciate in their teacher. 
Social Interaction and Caring in Middle School Music 
Band in Mr. Smith’s classroom began with him greeting everyone as they 
gathered for another day of class. He began, “Hello everyone, welcome back to another 
day of band. How is everyone?” Responses came from throughout the room, “Fine. 
Good.” Mr. Smith talked with a few individual students. He turned to Gabriela and 
asked, “How has your day been, Gabriela? How did your test go earlier today?” She 
responded, “Pretty good, I think. It wasn’t too hard.” Mr. Smith followed up, “Good. I 
know you were worried about it.” Then he turned to José, “How’s the practicing going 
on that flute part, José?” José responded, “Pretty good. I practiced a little last night.” 
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Mr. Smith continued, “Good. Everyone else doing alright? Are you ready to work hard 
today?” The resounding response echoed throughout the classroom, “Yes!” Mr. Smith 
easily segued into the content for the class and said, “Well, let’s get started with some 
scales…Concert Bb, here we go!” With that introduction, band class began. 
When he started the class period with his friendly welcome, Mr. Smith’s 
demeanor was delightfully natural. He held a friendly conversation with the students, 
genuinely wanting to know how they were doing and listening to their answers. He 
remembered that one student had been nervous about taking a test, and he asked another 
student about how his practicing was going. A natural conversation ensued—just a few 
people catching up with each other’s lives. It was not only the words, but Mr. Smith’s 
tone that made the conversation seem natural and genuine. After they had this 
conversation for a few minutes, students were ready to work and did so with enthusiasm 
and tenacity. 
Mr. Smith engaged in classroom practices that broadened the “definition of 
pedagogy; in other words, even when teachers carry out seemingly noninstructional 
actions, such as smiling at a student or showing disapproval of a student, they are 
engaging in pedagogy” (Ladson-Billings, 2009, p. 29). Mr. Smith spoke with his students 
in a friendly manner, and students responded sincerely, eagerly working to improve their 
musical skills. They also appreciated him taking time to listen and help them, even with 
their lives outside of the music room:  
It’s that he takes his time, his concentration off of everything else and like puts it 
into us. He speaks to us like we’re adults, he doesn’t speak to us like we are kids. 
He helps us in what we need. Like if we have a problem outside his classroom, he 
also helps us. (José, student interview, March 15, 2016) 
	  86 
José’s comment revealed that there were times when students came to him for 
advice and support for other things outside of music class. Students told me that Mr. 
Smith has gained their trust and they felt comfortable sharing aspects of their lives with 
him outside of music.  
During the time I observed Mr. Smith’s teaching, his classes were preparing for 
their annual concert band performance assessment. Despite the stressful time, Mr. Smith 
remained calm and serious about his work. José acknowledged the difficulty of the 
music, yet shared his thoughts about the importance of playing the challenging work:  
I think he wants to challenge us. Because we can’t just stay with the same music 
we learned our first year because then we’ll really learn nothing. What he does is 
challenge us and it helps us a lot in our skills.  
The students worked very hard to accomplish their musical goals while Mr. Smith 
skillfully extracted and drilled parts of the music that needed rehearsing. Gabriela 
embraced the difficulty of the work and appreciated her teacher’s efforts:  
He tries to do different stuff…instead of just working on one thing with the whole 
class to make it all right. He lets us work on that and then we’ll go to another 
piece and work on that. We work on the parts that really need fixing instead of 
doing everything over that we don’t really need to do over.  
Students told me that they were pleased with the music Mr. Smith chose, and they 
enjoyed the challenge the pieces presented. Gabriela mused over the repertoire Mr. Smith 
chose for the band to perform by stating, 
I think he picks most music we play because it’s interesting for the audience that 
are watching us or people that are listening will find it appealing and get 
happy…when they hear it. 
Mr. Smith held high academic expectations for his students, and he maintained a 
demeanor that allowed his students to see that he cared for them personally as well as 
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caring for their academic success. 
During my observations and interviews with Mr. Smith, I noticed that he 
employed multiple, small strategies to get to know each of his students as individuals. 
According to Ladson-Billings (2009), “effective teaching involves in-depth knowledge of 
both the students and the subject matter” (p. 136). Mr. Smith demonstrated knowledge 
about his students by remembering things about their lives, asking about tests they had 
taken or how practicing had gone, and asking how everyone was doing. He demonstrated 
a deep knowledge of his subject matter by the music he chose, as well as his methods for 
teaching. He encouraged his students to work toward academic success, as he also 
demonstrated an understanding of what Ladson-Billings (1995b) characterized as 
referring “not merely to affective connections between and among people but to the 
articulation of a greater sense of commitment to what scholarship…can mean in the lives 
of people” (p. 474). Mr. Smith enacted culturally relevant pedagogical practices through 
his caring actions while requiring all of his students to work toward excellence as they 
worked toward their musical goals. 
Cultural Competence 
In this section, I focus on Ladson-Billings’ (2001) second aspect of culturally 
relevant pedagogy. Ladson-Billings explained that culturally relevant teachers exhibit 
cultural competence by learning about their students’ cultures and using aspects of 
various cultures as a basis for teaching. Culturally competent teachers work to increase 
cultural competence for their students by creating lessons that reflect the various cultures 
represented in the classroom, as well as providing a global perspective for students. A 
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culturally competent teacher “helps students to accept and affirm their cultural identity” 
as they carefully design lessons to include aspects of the various cultures represented in 
their classrooms (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, p. 469). Each of following scenarios is an 
example of a teacher demonstrating cultural competence.  
Multilingual Songs 
The colorfully decorated elementary music classroom was empty with 
anticipation, the tick, tick, tick of the second hand on the clock moved closer to the time 
when class would begin. Soon the sound of ukulele strumming drifted in the room, first at 
a distance but then drawing closer; the dancing rhythm approached the classroom door. 
In strolled the music teacher, strumming and leading a string of tiny children behind him 
like the pied piper. Around the room they went. As the strumming continued, each 
followed the leader until they made their way around the room and formed a circle. At 
just the right moment, the chords led to a climactic point where everyone instinctively 
knew it was time to sing. 
“Hello, how are you; hello, how are you; hello, how are you…” Everyone sat 
down on the rug, including the teacher. Then just as easily, they sang the next verse. 
“Hola, como estas; hola, como estas; hola, como estas…” Everyone sang in Spanish. 
The song continued in French, German, and Russian. By the time the verses were 
finished, everyone settled in their areas on the rug.  
“Now that we have sung our ‘welcome to class’ song, let’s move on to our song 
about the wolf! Does everyone remember the song about the wolf?” Exclamations came 
in stereo from the young voices all over the room, “Yeeeeaaah!! I love the song about the 
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wolf!! Yeah, the wolf song!” “Can I be the wolf?” one student asked. Another spoke up, 
“No, pick me, I want to be the wolf!” Yet another, “I want to be the wolf; you were the 
wolf last time!” Mr. Frost spoke up, “Now, now, settle down. The last time we played this 
game, Antonio was the wolf. Now it’s Sonya’s turn. Come over here, Sonya, and you can 
be the wolf.” Sonya shyly smiled and followed Mr. Frost to the side of the room. 
Everyone else stood in a circle and prepared to begin the game. With a big breath and a 
wave of the teacher’s hand, the singing began and little feet follow each other’s invisible 
tracks in a circle. They sang, “We are playing in the forest, For the wolf is far away, Who 
knows what will happen to us, If he finds us at our play.” At the last line, the children 
stopped their movement and called out to Sonya, “Wolf, are you there?” She whispered 
softly, “The wolf is playing with his dolls.” Mr. Frost responded, “Oh, the wolf is playing 
with dolls! Ok, I guess the children are safe, so let’s go again!” Mr. Frost directed the 
group to begin the song again. However, this time I was surprised to hear the same song 
in Spanish! Without hesitation, the children sang, “Jugarémos en el bosque, Mientras el 
lobo no esta, Porque si el lobo aparece, A todos nos comerá.” The students once again 
exclaimed the last line, frozen where they stood, and waited for the wolf’s answer, 
“¡¿Lobo, estas aqui?!” 
When I watched Mr. Frost’s students singing songs in various languages, the 
students appeared to enjoy these activities. Everyone appeared to engage with the music, 
regardless of language, as if it were just a part of normal life to sing in multiple 
languages. Students in this scenario shifted languages with ease. Mr. Frost’s classes 
comprised many Latino students, but he did not limit his instruction to just Spanish and 
	  90 
English. Mr. Frost worked to include music of various languages in his teaching as a way 
to broaden his students’ views of the world. He strove to impart his love of varied and 
diverse cultural music to his students. He incorporated music of various languages in his 
teaching, and described specific ways in which he served Latino students. He told me, “I 
try to bring in their language so that it’s comfortable to open doors for them” (Interview 
1). He aimed to involve students in activities that foster greater participation with content 
that is sometimes familiar to them, teaching songs that they love to sing. He told me: 
They won’t forget that stuff…things that they can also understand and take with 
them…rhythms and nursery rhymes…things that they can sing to their children 
someday when their baby is restless and needs to be calmed down. They’ll know 
some songs in Spanish and English and French and it’s kind of cool. (Interview 1) 
Although there were bilingual Latino students in the class, when the students 
spoke to their teacher, many spoke in English. However, they sang several songs in 
multiple languages. The wolf song was one example, as students alternated singing verses 
in Spanish and English, a norm for this song that was established prior to the beginning 
of my observations. During my observations, I found Mr. Frost’s classes to be an 
interesting meshing of languages, much of which seemed to happen without prompting.  
I conducted my observations during the spring semester; therefore, students were 
already familiar with many of the songs. I wondered, however, how they went about 
learning the lyrics in different languages. Was it as simple as learning to repeat words? 
Did the non-Spanish-speaking students understand what they were singing? As my 
observations continued, I gained more insight into how students learned songs in other 
languages in this classroom. Students learned many of the songs by rote with much 
repetition and with words displayed on a board at the front of the room for those who 
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could read them.  
By including music and instructional content in various languages rather than just 
focusing on Spanish, Mr. Frost avoided singling out Latino students. He included content 
in his teaching that focused on various languages “for improving educational 
effectiveness for all students” (Gay, 2010, p. 15). By doing so, Mr. Frost tapped “into a 
wide range of cultural knowledge, experiences, contributions, and perspectives” (Gay, 
2010, p. 34) that enabled him to educate his students in culturally competent ways.  
Songs in Their Language 
After about 10 minutes of the wolf game, it was time to switch gears and learn a 
new song. “Ok everyone, sit on the rug. I’m going to teach you a new song and game 
today,” Mr. Frost directed the class as they took their places. He explained that they 
were going to learn a song in Spanish to go along with the game. “Let’s learn the words 
together. Repeat after me.” Mr. Frost vocalized each phrase and the students repeated 
after him, “El Floron [The flower], Pasó por aquí [Passed by here], Y yo no lo vi [But I 
didn’t see it], Y yo no lo vi [But I didn’t see it]. Que pase, que pase [It passes, it passes], 
Que pase el floron [It passes, the flower], Que pase, que pase [It passes, it passes], Que 
pase el floron” [It passes, the flower]. After saying each phrase one time through, Mr. 
Frost led the class in singing the song; the students repeated one phrase at a time. After 
singing each phrase several times, Mr. Frost introduced the game that accompanied the 
song, after which the playing and singing began. 
To introduce the flower song, Mr. Frost very matter-of-factly stated that the next 
song was going to be learned in Spanish. He explained that this was a song sung in many 
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Latino countries and asked if any students knew the song and the accompanying game 
named “El Floron.” Several hands went up, as some Latino students were familiar with 
the song. With a smile, Mr. Frost introduced the lyrics, and then he translated each line 
for the children so that all could gain an understanding of the song.  
As I watched the class engaging in music sung in Spanish, I could not help but 
wonder if any of the non-Spanish-speaking students minded or even gave thought to 
being asked to sing in Spanish. Precisely as I wondered this, an African American student 
spoke up in a frustrated tone, “Why do we have to learn this song in Spanish?” 
Presumably, he was not a Spanish-speaker and vented his frustration at the instruction to 
sing in another language. The young man’s question sounded like resistance to me. Mr. 
Frost’s response was simply, “Because it’s good for you to learn other languages besides 
English.” The singing carried on. Mr. Frost did not call attention to learning the song 
specifically in Spanish by saying, “Because it’s good for you to learn Spanish,” rather he 
used the term “other languages” to widen the scope of what he was teaching, in this 
instance through the use of Spanish. Mr. Frost was casually matter-of-fact in addressing 
the question non-dramatically, and the young man accepted the answer and then 
continued to participate. I wondered if the fact that Mr. Frost did not dramatize his 
answer made continued participation more palpable for the student.  
By incorporating songs in other languages as part of his music curriculum, Mr. 
Frost “teaches the whole child and integrates all facets of the learning process and the 
instructional environment” while challenging “the educational status quo for the benefit 
of all learners” (Lind & McKoy, 2016, p. 20). Because many Latino students attend Mr. 
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Frost’s classes, it may seem that he uses Spanish specifically for them. However, Mr. 
Frost’s goals include sharing music of various languages and cultures; Spanish is simply 
one of them. He expressed that he felt that it is important to teach students about various 
cultures and languages, not just their own, and emphasized this by teaching songs in other 
languages such as French, German, Russian, and Hebrew. He explained that “there are 
always opportunities to introduce new cultures, even if it’s a culture that’s foreign to 
everyone in the room except for maybe me” (Interview 1). This cultural and critical 
awareness is an aspect of culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995b).  
As I watched the duration of the lesson, all students made efforts to participate in 
singing the song in Spanish—some tripping over their words, but making efforts, 
nonetheless. The teacher sang slowly and enunciated every syllable, helping the students 
along. As the song was introduced in tandem with a game, I wondered if the enticement 
of learning to play a new game served as a fun way to learn Spanish vocabulary, 
particularly for those who were non-Spanish-speakers. I was intrigued by this “spoonful 
of sugar” approach and wondered about the impact this approach could have if I were to 
incorporate it into my own teaching. Perhaps incorporating games or competition into the 
curriculum I taught could result in increased student participation and engagement. Mr. 
Frost broadened “the scope of performance possibilities so that, in addition to being 
exposed to traditional Western European classical music genres and ensembles, students 
have opportunities to engage with music in ways that are congruent with their own lived 
cultural experiences with music” (Lind & McKoy, 2016, p. 72). Mr. Frost also worked 
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steadily to widen his students’ views of their world and help their understanding of their 
own cultures as well as cultures beyond their own. 
Latino Cultures 
Latinos celebrate, behave, or react in different ways, depending on their culture 
and/or country of origin. Mr. Frost and I had a conversation about various Latino 
cultures, as he had experience teaching Latino students from a variety of cultural 
backgrounds. He affirmed the differences between Latino cultures that he had observed: 
When I taught in [one place], there was a huge Puerto Rican population. Well, 
many Puerto Ricans tend to be very assertive, very animated, very physical. 
They’re emotional. They love to sing, they love to dance. And so their response to 
music, and even unfamiliar music, is fast. It’s immediate. (Interview 3) 
Many Latino students in Mr. Frost’s classes in his current teaching position are Mexican 
or Mexican American. He spoke of the differences between his previous students and 
those he currently teaches: 
With some of the Hispanic populations here, which a lot are from Mexico, the 
children tend to be very reserved, very reluctant to emote and to sing with what I 
would call passion in one culture. They do have passion…but they do it in very 
different ways…it’s going to look different when they are singing songs of their 
culture. It’s not going to be the same as another culture. (Interview 3) 
To describe the differences he has experienced between Latino cultures further, 
Mr. Frost drew on examples in popular Latino music: “You can see a Cuban band play 
and it’s going to be different than a Mariachi band. It will be different” (Interview 3). 
Throughout our conversations, he emphasized the importance of getting to know students 
as individuals, and avoiding stereotypes or generalizations of Latino cultures. It was 
evident that he took time to get to know the differences between Latino cultures so that 
he could facilitate his students’ success in ways that are most culturally relevant for them.  
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Critical Consciousness 
In this final section, I focus on Ladson-Billings’ (2001) third aspect of culturally 
relevant teaching: critical consciousness. I highlight how teachers manifested critical 
consciousness through interactions with students and a Latino community. Ladson-
Billings (2001) explained that teachers who are critically conscious have an investment in 
the public good and work to raise student and community critical consciousness by 
making connections to society and larger social contexts. The following scenarios 
highlight a teacher’s work to empower students to participate in music classes by 
integrating bilingual conversation as part of a lesson, as well as the empowerment of 
Latino parents and families as they are given an opportunity to celebrate language and 
culture with others. 
Bilingual Classroom Conversation 
“Me, me! I’m next! I want a pink one!” exclaimed an excited first-grader. “No, 
me! I want a yellow one!” retorted another. Little outstretched hands with small fingers 
reached upward and waved, barely reaching past the teacher’s waist as he maneuvered 
through the throng to place a scarf in each tiny hand. Mr. Frost calmly stated, “Settle 
down, wait your turn…Gisela, here is a scarf for you. What color is your scarf? ¿De que 
color es tu pañuelo?” Gisela responded, “Rosado.” Mr. Frost praised her correct 
answer, “Yes, that’s right. Rosado. Pink. Now for you, Ricardo. ¿De que color es tu 
pañuelo?” [What color is your scarf?] Ricardo responded, “Azul.” Mr. Frost continued. 
“That’s right, azul.” Green, yellow, blue, pink, purple…distributed colors waved through 
the air, given to the tiny six- and seven-year-olds; the students played happily with the 
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soft, translucent material. Some little feet jumped, others twirled in circles as the colored 
scarves streamed behind them. Mr. Frost filled the last little hand with a splash of purple, 
and then spoke in a friendly way.  
“Ok, everyone, get ready! We’re going to sing our song about a kite! How do you 
say ‘kite’ in Spanish?” he mused. “Tony, how do you say ‘kite’ in Spanish?” His tone 
expressed a genuineness in wanting to know. Tony’s feet stood frozen in their tracks for a 
few seconds while he brought his tiny index finger to his chin in deep thought. “Cometa!” 
he exclaimed, pointing his finger in the air. “Cometa!” Mr. Frost replied. “I like the 
word for ‘kite’ in Spanish. Everyone say ‘cometa’ with me!” “Cometa!” the class 
exclaimed. Mr. Frost then directed, “Ok, let’s sing a song about a ‘cometa.’ Ready?” He 
started a recording and a lively accompaniment began. “One, two, ready, here we go! 
Let’s…go…fly a kite…” While little voices sang and danced about the room, their 
scarves swirled in the air, a wash of colors resembled kites in the wind.  
• • • 
“Sientate, Alan” [Sit down, Alan], Mr. Frost reprimanded. “Estate tranquilo, 
Jonathan” [Be still, Jonathan], he said firmly. Mr. Frost often used Spanish words and 
phrases as he incorporated Latino students’ native language into every day conversation. 
Of Barbara he asks, “¿Tienes algo en la mano, Barbara?” [Do you have something in 
your hand, Barbara?] as they played a game and sang a song about a flower that 
students hid behind their backs. When he spoke with students, he smoothly interjected 
words and phrases in Spanish. Mr. Frost often translated words and phrases into both 
languages in conversation with his students.  
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At first, many of his new emergent bilingual students demonstrate shyness and 
reservation to speak English. “Nancy, what is the word for ‘frog’ in Spanish?” Nancy sat 
crisscross in her square on the rug and stared wide-eyed at Mr. Frost, mouth clamped 
shut. He repeated the question in Spanish, giving her an opportunity to answer in her 
own language. “Nancy, ¿cual es la palabra para esto en Español?” he asked again, as 
he pointed to the picture of the frog on the board. “Ranita!” Nancy exclaimed 
enthusiastically. “Ah, muy bien. Si, ranita!” Mr. Frost affirmed. “Let’s sing a song about 
a ‘ranita’ and a ‘sapito.’ What is a ‘sapito?’” Students exclaimed, “A frog!” 
Mr. Frost interwove Spanish words and phrases in his conversation with students 
while he prepared them to sing songs and participate in class activities. As he handed out 
the scarves in the first scenario, he asked students to tell him their color in Spanish. All 
students, regardless of race or ethnicity, answered in Spanish.  
I was intrigued by Mr. Frost’s comfort in switching between languages in 
common classroom conversation. One minute he would give instructions in English, and 
then he asked a question or used a word or phrase in Spanish. I found that his language 
switching was really an embedded part of his “class talk” and he did it very fluidly. At 
times, he also involved students in providing the language, such as the time he asked a 
student what the word for “kite” was in Spanish. I really enjoyed watching Mr. Frost 
incorporate the Spanish language into the class, as it clearly enabled Spanish-speaking 
students to participate with their native language. I also found it intriguing that when he 
asked a question in Spanish, such as “¿De que color es tu pañuelo?” [What color is your 
scarf?], all students answered in Spanish, regardless of ethnicity. Students seemed to take 
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their cues as to which language to speak based on the language of the prompt from the 
teacher. From the ease of language switching that went on in the class, I speculated that 
speaking in both languages, even if just a few words in Spanish, is a readily accepted 
norm in this class for all students. English-speaking students did not seem to have any 
trouble answering questions in Spanish, and did not need prompting for their answers in 
Spanish from the teacher.  
Mr. Frost’s classes had a large percentage of Latino students, many who came 
from homes that spoke only Spanish. For many of his students, this was their first 
encounter with learning English. Mr. Frost described for me what it was like to have a 
new Latino student join the class: 
They tell you, well, you have a new child. Here’s Gisela. ‘Gisela, ven para aca, 
sientate aquí’ [Gisea, come here, sit here]. And then we start. So then she feels at 
least a little bit welcome. I have her sit with some of the other kids who speak 
Spanish and they can kind of explain if I’m doing something so that I can keep 
everybody engaged, and while we are doing a new song or whatever it is, that 
they can kind of explain what is going on…as the kids are learning. (Interview 1) 
Understanding that many students at Mann Elementary School are emergent bilinguals, 
Mr. Frost explained, “The school is sensitive to that issue and they make efforts to put 
things in both languages…especially those who have no English” (Interview 1). Mr. Frost 
incorporated the Spanish language into his classroom talk because he stated he had an 
interest in including Latino students and helping them feel comfortable in his classroom. 
He told me that he knew that using their language was a conduit for gaining their interest 
as well as their participation. Mr. Frost demonstrated acts of caring by “providing spaces 
and relationships where ethnically diverse students feel recognized, respected, valued, 
seen, and heard” while “fostering warmth, intimacy, unity, continuity, safety, and 
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security” (Gay, 2010, p. 51). By providing students with a way to communicate in their 
native language, he fostered participation through familiarity and built “confidence, 
courage, courtesy, compassion, and competence” among his students (Gay, 2010, p. 51). 
By building these attributes, Mr. Frost cultivated in his students the confidence and 
means to communicate, both necessary building blocks for learning to critically examine 
situations and experiences. Mr. Frost peeled away at layers of shyness and apprehension 
in his students as he worked to provide opportunities for equitable student participation, 
tolerance, and understanding of various cultures and languages. 
Interaction and Communication with Latino Families 
One evening a year, the sounds of lively Latino music and laughter stream 
through the halls at Mann Elementary School. On this particular evening, a look inside 
the school cafeteria revealed a gathering of lively people, colorful costumes and displays, 
the smell of mouthwatering Latino dishes of tacos, tamales, rice, and other delectable 
treats, along with lively conversations.  
“Bienvenidos a todos! Welcome to all! Estamos muy agradecidos que estan aqui. 
We are so glad you are here. Vamos a bailar! Let’s dance!” Lively guitarron and violin 
music began, and from a doorway entered three Latinas in green, red, and white, dresses, 
their long, flowing skirts twirling around their ankles as their feet energetically moved to 
the music. They performed a well-rehearsed dance together while onlookers surrounded 
them, clapping and whooping with the music. Children dressed in their “Sunday Best” 
ran back and forth, the ‘tap, tap, tap’ of little feet was heard along with squeals and 
laughs of delight. A piñata in the shape of a donkey patiently awaited its fate, swaying 
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from a rope near the ceiling. Mr. Frost has planned all of this, feeling that a Latino 
Heritage Festival was just the type of celebration needed to involve the numerous Latino 
families in the community. For months, he coordinated with Latino parents to plan the 
meal, worked with school personnel to plan a special Latino dance, and worked with his 
students to learn music representative of the occasion.  
During the program, students sang, “Que bonita es nuestra bandera [How 
beautiful is our flag], Nuestra bandera tricolor [Our tri-colored flag], Lleva verde, 
blanco, y rojo, [It is green, white, and red], Y el escudo de nuestra nación” [And our 
nation’s crest]. The young voices sang out while waving small flags in the air. Latino 
parents clapped along to the beat, some joined in the song. The celebration brought a 
little piece of home from a faraway place there that evening. A few parents held their lips 
together in a tight smile, while their watery eyes glimmered. 
Hosting a festival to celebrate Latino culture in this neighborhood school served 
to honor the variety of Latino populations served within that community. I noticed that 
the celebration went beyond the music classroom or a music performance and involved 
food, dancing, costumes, and other aspects of Latino culture. In this large undertaking, 
Mr. Frost looked beyond the amount of work it would take and focused on the benefits to 
all involved. The Latino Heritage Festival brought the community and the school together 
in a celebration of Latino cultures and languages for all to enjoy. Mr. Frost explained: 
We had parents prepare food from their different cultures in our cafeteria, and I 
invited the head of ESOL for the district to come with friends of hers, so they did 
a dance—a traditional dance. I taught the kids ‘La Raspa’ and some games…and 
they presented for the parents. So it was a really big program. I taught the chorus 
five or six songs in Spanish. (Interview 1) 
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This festival was an example of how schools and communities can unite to celebrate the 
cultures of students and their families in ways meaningful to them. This social event also 
facilitated pathways of communication between the school and Latino families in the 
community.  
I have often thought about the importance of facilitating communication with 
Spanish-speaking parents in their own language. In my teaching experience, I have met 
several families who have benefitted from my communicating with them in Spanish. 
Between 1990 and 2010, the U.S. experienced a 126.3 percent increase in the number of 
residents age 5 and older who spoke Spanish at home (United States Census Bureau, 
n.d.). These numbers demonstrate the increasing necessity for teachers to facilitate ways 
to communicate effectively with an increasing Spanish-speaking population.  
In conversations with me, all teacher participants emphasized the importance of 
facilitating communication with Latino families, as they all had encountered several 
emergent bilingual parents. Mr. Smith acknowledged the importance of communicating 
with Spanish-speaking parents in their language, and developed effective ways to connect 
with them. One of the ways has been to provide paperwork for Latino families in 
Spanish. José appreciates this gesture, as it helped his parents understand school 
communications in their language. He explained: 
I’ve taken a lot of papers home like for grade reports and progress reports and 
letters on field trips or something that’s going to happen in school [in Spanish]. 
Yeah, I translate [papers] for [my parents] or sometimes it could just be papers 
that are in Spanish.  
Other teacher participants in this study also translated documents for Latino parents using 
computer software. In addition to printed communication in Spanish, all teacher 
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participants sought the assistance of Spanish-speaking school personnel when necessary. 
Mr. La Porte described one instance when his school’s Spanish teacher helped him 
translate for Latino parents. 
For the concert, the first concert I had, I called every parent of all of my kids to 
make sure that they knew about it….I basically put the Spanish teacher on the 
phone and basically had him say what I said to every parent, ‘hey, we have a 
concert coming up, just wanted to let you know.’ (Interview 3) 
Mr. Smith’s school employed a few personnel who speak Spanish. Although not 
employed specifically as translators, they served in that capacity as needed. Luisa had 
parents who only spoke Spanish, and she was appreciative of the school for providing 
this service to communicate with her family. She explained, “Well, sometimes like there 
is this other teacher in this school and he speaks Spanish; a bunch of languages. And he’ll 
help the teacher communicate with my parents.” Mr. Smith was extremely grateful for 
the Spanish-speaking personnel who assisted him in communicating with parents like 
Luisa’s. He stated: 
We actually have somebody…who is very helpful….There’s a gentleman that 
works in the front office and he speaks Spanish fluently. He works with the 
students a lot and he does soccer with them. So I came to him and I said, ‘Would 
you help me make some of these phone calls?’ And right away, he did. (Interview 
2) 
Mr. Smith pointed out that Spanish-speaking staff members garnered relationships and 
gained rapport with Latino families, connections that were very useful when it became 
necessary for teachers to communicate with families as well. All teacher participants 
reached out to personnel to assist them in translating, and expressed gratitude for the 
assistance in communicating with Latino families. By facilitating communication for 
Spanish-speaking families and celebrating Latino cultures, teacher participants used “the 
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cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of 
ethnically diverse students to make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for 
them” (Gay, 2010, p. 31). Being able to enjoy and participate in cultural activities allows 
Latino families an opportunity to become a part of the school culture and have a better 
understanding of their child’s academic success. Events like the festival also served to 
bring the community together, enabling conversations and building relationships that had 
the potential to facilitate collective community action. 
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CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION 
The number of Latino students enrolled in schools in the United States is growing. 
With these students concentrated in schools where their teachers may be unfamiliar with 
cultures different than their own, there is often a cultural disparity between teachers and 
Latino students. In this study, I set out to investigate the knowledge that music educators 
held about Latino students and families, and how their knowledge informed their 
pedagogical practice. This study addressed the following research questions:  
1. What cultural knowledge do music educators hold about Latino students and 
the communities in which they teach? 
2. How do music educators use cultural knowledge to inform their pedagogical 
practice with Latino students? 
3. What specific culturally relevant practices are enacted by music educators for 
teaching Latino students?  
To answer the research questions, I interviewed music teachers about their 
knowledge of Latinos and Latino communities, and I interviewed Latino students about 
their home cultures and their music class experiences. I also observed music classes 
where I saw music teachers and Latino students interacting together during instruction. 
The research sites consisted of three schools in areas of the county where large Latino 
populations resided. Three teachers at three different schools, as well as eight Latino 
students were a part of this study. In Chapter 6, I shared the research data in the form of 
vignettes that illustrated scenarios in which teachers enacted pedagogies that were 
particularly useful in teaching Latino students. I discussed and reflected on the practices 
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represented in each vignette, and provided additional data that furthered understanding of 
the presented scenario. In this chapter, I present the findings of the study as related to the 
three research questions, discuss the implications of the study, and provide 
recommendations for future research. 
Findings 
I coded the data and organized it into several categories related to the study’s 
guiding questions. Interviews with the teachers yielded information about their cultural 
knowledge. Those interviews, together with interviews of the students and classroom 
observations helped me to better understand how they used that knowledge. During the 
process of analyzing data, I saw patterns in pedagogies that teachers frequently used 
when teaching Latino students, from which I formulated a list of culturally relevant core 
instructional practices for teaching Latino students. In the sections that follow, I discuss 
the findings in detail. 
Teachers’ Cultural Knowledge 
I asked teachers in this study to relate what they knew about Latinos and Latino 
families, and how they acquired that knowledge. We discussed the teachers’ formal as 
well as informal learning experiences about Latinos, and how those experiences 
influenced their pedagogical practice. Teachers had wide-ranging experiences, leading to 
a variety of answers. After careful review, I organized data related to teachers’ 
knowledge about Latino families and cultures into three categories: family structure, 
interpersonal relationships, and families’ use of the Spanish language. 
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Family structure. Teachers noted the importance of family structure in Latino 
cultures. They described characteristics such as having large families, multiple 
generations living together and traveling together. Mr. Frost noted it was common to see 
several people in a family come to drop off a child to school in the morning or pick them 
up in the afternoon (Interview 2). Mr. Smith observed that family structure was important 
to Latino students, “very often maybe several generations living in the same household” 
(Interview 2).  
Teachers noted that Latino families tended to be close-knit, often took 
responsibility for each other’s children, and took others’ children to various places along 
with their own children. Mr. Smith noted that “family commitments tend to be pretty high 
up on the list” and that Latino families often participated in “things involving other 
family members in different activities” (Interview 2). Mr. La Porte explained that when 
he saw his students outside of school, they were often in the company of other family 
members (Interview 2). The close-knit groups teachers described, which were often 
inclusive of extended family and close friends, were similar to those described by other 
researchers (e.g., Abril, 2013; Fitzpatrick-Harnish, 2015; Irizarry & Antrop-Gonzalez, 
2007; Nieto, Rivera, & Quiñonez, 2012). 
Interpersonal relationships. Researchers emphasized the importance of building 
relationships with students and getting to know their culture and background (Carlow, 
2006; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Soto, Lum, & Campbell, 2009). As the teachers got better 
acquainted with Latino students, they noted specific dynamics and characteristics of 
Latinos’ interpersonal relationships as well as the relationships between themselves and 
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their Latino students. Mr. Frost noted that most Latinos with whom he has worked 
exhibited very caring and nurturing tendencies: 
It’s like it’s real tight-knit, lots of involvement, a little bit maybe matriarchal in 
some ways. Although fathers also have their role, you see it in a little bit different 
way. But they love their kids. They’re all ‘papi’ and ‘mami’ in the morning, 
kissing their kids, seeing them off. Very much hands on. (Interview 1) 
Teachers also noted a general politeness and courtesy from Latino students, as well as a 
demonstration of respect for adults. I saw evidence of this as I observed students kindly 
greeting and respectfully conversing with their teachers during music classes; it was also 
evident in their politeness and courtesy toward me during our interviews.  
Ladson-Billings (2009) stated that “good teaching starts with building good 
relationships” (p. 136). Mr. Smith demonstrated evidence of his understanding of the 
importance of building good relationships with students as he greeted each one at the start 
of each class period. He got to know each student by asking questions like “How did your 
test go earlier today?” or “How’s the practicing going on that flute part?” Similarly, Mr. 
La Porte held friendly conversations with his students, and sought their input when 
selecting concert repertoire.  
Teachers demonstrated their understanding of the importance of getting to know 
students’ cultures and fostering positive relationships through their interactions with 
Latino students. Mr. La Porte took on the responsibility of being the head football coach 
at his school, in efforts to build relationships with students both in and out of choir class. 
He “wanted to build rapport with the kids, especially with the boys, to show them that 
choir is not just a girl thing” (Interview 2). Ladson-Billings (2009) warned that teachers 
who do not take the time to do this “are unable to understand the students’ home 
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language, social interaction patterns, histories, and cultures. Thus they cannot truly 
educate the students” (Ladson-Billings, 2009, p. 146).  
Teachers cautioned against generalizing and stereotyping Latinos, noting that 
customs and beliefs vary between Latino cultures. They emphasized getting to know each 
student and their families as individuals and understanding varying characteristics 
between Latino cultures. Similarly, Ladson-Billings (2009) warned, “If teachers pretend 
not to see students’ racial and ethnic differences, they really do not see the students at all 
and are limited in their ability to meet their educational needs” (p. 37). Mr. Frost, who 
teaches primary-aged students, noted how differences in Latino cultures translated into 
differences in personality such as introversion versus being outgoing and movement 
versus inhibition. He noted various examples when he spoke about the differences 
between Puerto Rican and Mexican students he had previously taught. 
Teachers also noted that some Latinos regularly moved from place to place, while 
others tended to stay in one place for many generations. Teachers noted that transience 
was somewhat dependent on geographical location. Mr. Smith discussed a place he had 
taught prior to his current teaching assignment: 
The [Latino] families that were there tended to stay there for generations and the 
children would stay within the same house that the parents grew up in. And if 
people went off to school, after they graduated, they would come back within a 
few years. (Interview 1) 
Use of Spanish language in Latino families. Teachers noted that Latino families 
preserved their languages in various ways and for various reasons. Student interviews 
confirmed the importance of the preservation of their native languages, as some students 
mentioned their parents expected that their children speak Spanish at home. Barbara 
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stated, “My mom, when I am speaking in English with my brother, she says that if I’m 
going to speak at home, it’s better that I speak Spanish because she doesn’t understand us 
when we are speaking in English.” Gabriela stated, “My dad says it’s useful to speak at 
least more than one language because other jobs will appreciate when you speak more 
than one, in case somebody comes in…that can’t speak English.” Most Latino students I 
interviewed spoke Spanish as their primary language at home. 
Teachers’ Implementation of their Cultural Knowledge 
I learned about teachers’ implementation of cultural knowledge by observing in 
classrooms, as well as through interviews with teachers and students. I asked teachers to 
discuss how their knowledge of Latino language and culture influenced their teaching 
practice with Latino students. As evidenced from my observations and affirmed by 
interviews with teachers and students, teachers’ pedagogical practices included the use of 
Spanish in classroom conversation, the inclusion of Spanish-language class content, the 
assignment of peer mentors, demonstration of caring through actions and interactions, 
and the acknowledgement and celebration of the diverse Latino cultures, including the 
Spanish language with its many regional variations. 
Use of Spanish in classroom conversation. According to the teachers, an 
important aspect of teaching Latino students was the use of the Spanish language in 
classroom conversation. Palkki (2015) noted that teachers and peer mentors facilitating 
the understanding and learning of English is crucial to the success of Spanish-speaking 
Latino students. Whether remembering a few words from a high school Spanish class 
long ago, or having recently taken Spanish language classes, each teacher participant 
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made a connection through language with Latino students and parents. Mr. Frost 
emphasized the importance of language connections and told me, “I try to bring in their 
language so that it’s comfortable to open doors for them” (Interview 1). Mr. Smith 
realized the importance of communicating with parents in their native language and 
stated, “It’s good to have somebody around if [the language] is an issue for you to be able 
to help you out with that, kind of an ally dealing with translating messages or whatever” 
(Interview 3). Another important aspect of using the Spanish language was the translating 
of documents and communication that were sent home to parents of Latino students. Mr. 
Smith explained: 
A lot of times the parents won’t know what’s going on because they won’t 
understand everything you send home. For instance, if you have a lot of Spanish 
speakers and everything you send home is in English, a lot of the parents won’t 
understand it unless their children explain it to them. (Interview 3) 
The teachers expressed gratitude for colleagues who were able to provide assistance by 
translating documents and making phone calls to Latino families in Spanish. 
Latino families in some communities are transient, and it is not out of the ordinary 
for new Spanish-speaking students to enroll in the middle of a school year. Mr. Frost, 
who worked primarily with Spanish-speaking students, experienced this first hand, as he 
would often have new students enroll in his class throughout the school year. Mr. Frost 
found it useful to speak Spanish words and phrases in class, and masterfully interwove 
Spanish into his daily communication with his students. 
Mr. La Porte’s classes also included a few middle school Spanish-speaking 
students who had recently arrived in the United States. He communicated through 
musical language in Spanish to facilitate learning. 
	 111 
When I talk to the kids sometimes and I’m explaining how to read notes or do a 
worksheet I’ll say ‘espacio’, ‘linea,’ ‘A, B, C, D, E, F, G’ [in Spanish]…I’ll try to 
translate the best I can…I can help explain by saying ‘espacio uno es effe’ and 
stuff like that. (Interview 1) 
Students were receptive to his efforts, and, when he could not fully translate the class 
content, other bilingual students came to the rescue: “Luckily the students here really 
know that us teachers don’t fluently speak Spanish so they are very willing to translate 
for us” (Interview 1). 
Class content in Spanish. The teachers incorporated curriculum that involved 
music in Spanish as well as in English. Often, Mr. Frost taught students to sing bilingual 
songs with verses alternating in English and Spanish, as well as songs that were sung 
completely in Spanish. He taught songs in Spanish to help Spanish-speaking students feel 
more comfortable in their first school experience in the United States. Mr. Frost 
explained that familiarity of the Spanish words in the songs helped to break down barriers 
between him and his students. Mr. Frost also incorporated songs that he knew were 
familiar to his students in their language in hopes that the familiarity would breed interest 
and help students feel more comfortable in unfamiliar settings. He believed in teaching 
curriculum that incorporated their language and included music of other cultures to 
provide students with what he believed to be a well-rounded music education. Likewise, 
both Kruse (2013) and Shaw (2015) found that acknowledging and incorporating 
students’ languages into curriculum and interactions contributed toward breaking down 
barriers toward academic success. 
Teacher participants found that incorporating students’ home language as well as 
those of other cultures also served as a means by which they could gain and maintain 
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student interest. Mr. Frost incorporated many songs, much movement, and a wide variety 
of activities throughout each class period. Mr. Smith and Mr. La Porte gained and 
maintained student interest by choosing music that was of interest to their students, and 
leading discussions about the musical content that related to students’ lives. These 
findings are similar to those in past research (e.g., Irizarry & Raible, 2011; Soto et al., 
2009). 
Peer mentors. Teachers paired emergent bilingual students with peer mentors 
and, as a result, continued teaching the whole class while emergent bilingual students 
learned the material via peer translation. Seven-year-old Nina served as a peer mentor for 
her emergent bilingual friends. She explained, “Like when the teacher tells me to help the 
people who are not English. I talk to them in Spanish because they don’t know 
English…so [they] can understand what to do.” Barbara, an emergent bilingual student in 
Mr. Frost’s class, benefited from the assistance of peer mentors. When I met her, Barbara 
had recently arrived from Guatemala and had been in the United States for one month. 
She was delighted that we could conduct our interview in Spanish. I asked Barbara what 
she did when she did not understand something or had a question about her work. She 
replied, “Solo le llamo a alguien si me puede ayudar de mi clase para hablar.” [I call to 
talk to someone from my class to see if they can help me.]” She relied on the help of peer 
mentors to communicate at school. 
Peer mentoring is an important step in language acquisition for emergent 
bilinguals, and an often-overlooked support for middle and high school-aged youth. 
Carhill et al. (2008) explained that “immigrant students who arrive in the middle and high 
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school years encounter less support for language learning in schools, have more complex 
academic content to learn, and have less time to catch up to their native-speaking peers” 
(p. 1156). Gloria, a middle school student, translates for her emergent bilingual friends in 
Mr. La Porte’s class. Gloria herself was an emergent bilingual when she was younger and 
told me she understood the challenges faced by students learning a new language while 
trying to keep up in school. She explained, “I know it’s difficult and it’s annoying for 
them because they don’t understand.” Emergent bilingual students also have social areas 
of concern that include experiencing racial profiling, fear of family separation and 
deportation sometimes due to undocumented status (Osorio, 2016). Establishing trusted 
relationships with teachers and peer mentors can help alleviate some of the concerns 
experienced by emergent bilingual students. Teachers in this study demonstrated their 
understanding of the importance of peer mentoring by assigning peer mentors to work 
with emergent bilingual students. 
Caring characteristics. The teachers exhibited characteristics that showed 
caring, empathy, kindness, and community. Gay (2010) asserted that culturally 
responsive caring focuses on “caring for instead of about the personal well-being and 
academic success of ethnically diverse students” (p. 48, emphasis in original). Latino 
students described attributes they valued about their teachers that demonstrated teachers’ 
caring for them and their academic success. Several students described characteristics 
such as being nice, demonstrating care, showing interest, and being enthusiastic about 
teaching and about music. José appreciated the extra time and attention Mr. Smith gave to 
his students. He explained: 
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It’s that he takes his time, his concentration off of everything else and like puts it 
into us. He speaks to us like we’re adults, he doesn’t speak to us like we are kids. 
He helps us in what we need. Like if we have a problem outside his classroom, he 
also helps us. 
Luisa described Mr. Smith’s helpfulness in learning how to play instruments; Gabriela 
told me how she appreciated the variety of activities Mr. Smith planned for each class 
period. Mr. La Porte showed caring characteristics also appreciated by Latino students in 
his classes. Diana expressed how much she appreciated Mr. La Porte’s enthusiasm and 
passion for his work. She told me, “Se nota que le gusta la musica” [I can tell he really 
loves music]. Gloria discussed with me how much she appreciated the music Mr. La 
Porte chose for his classes to sing, and how he made it fun for everyone. Mr. Frost’s 
students told me they appreciated how fun he made the class, the prizes he awarded them 
for great performance, and the songs he chose for the class to sing in multiple languages. 
Barbara told me how much she appreciated Mr. Frost’s kindness. “El es amable. Cuando 
uno se siente mal, a veces nos habla” [He is kind. When one of us feels bad, sometimes 
he talk to us]. These data affirmed the extant literature that discussed the impact of 
enacting particular caring characteristics on establishing stronger connections with Latino 
students and families (e.g., Gay, 2010; Rolón-Dow, 2005). 
Acknowledging and celebrating Latino cultures. Similar to participants in prior 
studies (e.g., Irizarry & Donaldson, 2012; Soto et al., 2009; Téllez, 2004), the teachers in 
this study acknowledged the language and culture of Latino students, and engaged in 
cultural events in both their personal as well as their professional lives. Ladson-Billings 
(1995a) asserted, “Educators traditionally have attempted to insert culture into the 
education, instead of inserting education into the culture.” She instead encouraged 
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educators to “develop a closer fit between students’ home culture and the school” (p. 
159). Teachers acknowledged Latino students’ home cultures in a variety of ways. Mr. 
Frost sought parent and student input for songs in Spanish he wanted to incorporate into 
his class content. He explained: 
Last year when I interviewed the parents of one of the children…and found out 
where they were from…I got to know sort of what they were doing, and I sort of 
picked their brain a little bit about what kinds of music they listened to and what’s 
appropriate for children (Interview 2). 
Mr. Frost also planned and hosted a Latino Heritage Festival at his school. As he 
coordinated this festival, he enlisted the help of parents, community members, and school 
district personnel. Latino parents and community members brought foods of their culture 
to share, students learned songs to perform in Spanish, and school district personnel 
shared traditional Latin dances. This festival brought their community together in 
celebration of Latino languages and cultures. 
Both Mr. Frost and Mr. La Porte elicited Latino students’ input when 
incorporating multiple languages in their teaching. Mr. Frost asked his students to tell 
him the Spanish words for English terms they were using such as “frog” and “kite,” and 
Mr. La Porte linked Italian musical terms to Spanish vocabulary. These examples of 
classroom instruction demonstrate the teachers’ understanding of the importance of 
building relationships with Latino students and families by making connections with 
students’ language and culture. 
Culturally Relevant Pedagogical Practices 
As I analyzed the data, it became evident that there were several pedagogical 
practices that the teachers frequently implemented that yielded high student engagement 
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and musical growth. Drawing on existing scholarship on culturally relevant pedagogy 
(Ladson-Billings, 2009; Nieto & Irizarry, 2012; Nieto et al., 2012) and on emerging core 
instructional practices frameworks (Forzani, 2014; Grossman, Hammerness & 
McDonald, 2009; TeachingWorks, n.d.), I extracted from the data several culturally 
relevant pedagogical practices that teachers used for facilitating Latino students’ 
academic growth.  
Some researchers have used the term “high-leverage practices” rather than core 
instructional practices to refer to “instructional tasks and activities that powerfully 
promote learning and are fundamental to skillful teaching” (Garcia & Shaughnessy, 
2015). Ball et al. (2009) posited, “the proficient enactment [of high-leverage practices] by 
a teacher is likely to lead to comparatively large advances in student learning” (p. 460).  
As I analyzed data, I noticed frequently used practices among teachers and found 
a great deal of data that complemented the high-leverage practices Ball et al. (2009) 
outlined. I referred to the pedagogical practices that emerged from my data as culturally 
relevant pedagogical practices, rather than core instructional practices, as data revealed 
specific practices that were enacted within the instruction of class content, as well as 
processes and procedures beyond class content. 
Three overarching themes emerged from my analysis that incorporated the 
pedagogical actions I observed. These themes were: communication and use of the 
Spanish language, demonstration of characteristics of caring, and acknowledgment and 
celebration of represented language and cultures. From my observations, I identified 12 
specific culturally relevant pedagogical practices that characterize important pedagogies 
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that facilitate learning for Latino students. Within each overarching theme, the categories 
are as follows: 
Communication and use of the Spanish language: 
• Leading a group discussion by incorporating Spanish and English  
• Explaining, modeling, and making class content accessible in Spanish and 
English  
• Coordinating and adjusting instruction during a lesson to facilitate learning in 
Spanish and English  
• Communicating with Latino students’ parents or other caregivers in Spanish 
and English 
• Checking for student understanding in Spanish and English 
• Providing oral and written feedback in Spanish and English 
Demonstration of characteristics of caring: 
• Reinforcing productive student behavior through the demonstration of caring 
actions that are valued by Latino students 
• Building respectful relationships with Latino students by demonstrating that 
their culture, language, and daily lives are valued 
• Analyzing instruction and interactions with Latino students for the purpose of 
improving teaching processes 
Acknowledgement and celebration of represented language and cultures: 
• Eliciting information for class content about cultural customs, music, and 
language from Latino students 
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• Diagnosing common patterns of thinking and development of students within 
various Latino cultures 
• Learning about Latino students’ cultural, family, and personal experiences 
Communication and use of Spanish language 
Teachers facilitated communication for Latino students and families in both 
Spanish and English in a variety of ways. They led group discussions in Spanish and 
English, explained and modeled class content in both languages, coordinated and 
adjusted instruction for learning in both languages, communicated with Latino students’ 
parents and other caregivers in Spanish and English, frequently checked for 
understanding in both languages, and provided oral and written feedback for Latino 
students in both Spanish and English. 
Leading a group discussion by incorporating Spanish and English. Teachers 
facilitated communication for all students by speaking in Spanish as well as in English, or 
by assigning peer mentors to work with emergent bilingual students to help translate 
when necessary. Teachers also validated Latino students’ use of their language and 
elicited Latino students’ help to access and discuss musical content. Mr. Frost invited 
students to answer his questions in their own language. During a game, he asked 
questions of Barbara in both English and Spanish, and allowed her to answer in her own 
language. Teachers also allowed Latino students to speak with each other during class to 
facilitate bilingual communication. Mr. La Porte provided space for Gloria to translate for 
Diana and other emergent bilingual students during choir rehearsals and while 
completing written work. Allowing multi-lingual conversation was important when 
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leading group discussions, because when they did so, teachers created an environment for 
Latino students where “A wide range of students contribute orally, listen actively, and 
respond to and learn from others’ contributions” (TeachingWorks, n.d., #1). 
Explaining, modeling, and making class content accessible in Spanish and 
English. Teachers used verbal and non-verbal cues to model how they wanted their 
students to perform musically. When leading performance-centered classes such as band, 
choir, or general music, the teachers explained concepts verbally and accompanied 
explanations with examples by singing or playing an instrument for the students. Mr. La 
Porte modeled by singing monosyllabic vocal warmups for his students so that all 
students could learn the techniques, regardless of language. Mr. Frost taught songs in 
various languages by rote, but also projected the lyrics on a screen. Mr. Smith played his 
instrument along with the class, and often demonstrated notes and phrases, asking 
students to perform what he modeled for them. The teachers also provided instruction in 
both English and Spanish for emergent bilingual students in a variety of ways. Mr. Frost 
used Spanish and English interchangeably in his classes. Both Mr. Frost and Mr. La Porte 
assigned peer mentors to work with emergent bilingual students. Gloria translated for 
Diana in Mr. La Porte’s class; Nina translated for Barbara in Mr. Frost’s class. Although 
Mr. Smith’s students were all bilingual, he allowed space for conversations to occur 
naturally in both Spanish and English between students. Teachers explained and modeled 
class content, pedagogies that made a “wide variety of content, academic practices, and 
strategies explicit to students” (TeachingWorks, n.d., #2). By doing so, teachers provided 
opportunities for Latino students to learn content, practices, and strategies pertaining to 
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material presented in class.  
Coordinating and adjusting instruction during a lesson to facilitate learning 
in Spanish and English. Teachers regularly adjusted instruction to fit the needs of their 
students based on feedback they received as they checked for student understanding. 
Teachers facilitated communication for emergent bilingual students to allow students to 
demonstrate their knowledge in ways that were comfortable for them. Mr. La Porte and 
Mr. Smith provided worksheets in Spanish and allowed emergent bilingual students to 
respond to questions in Spanish, which they later translated into English using computer 
software for their own understanding. Mr. Frost checked for Latino students’ 
understanding by frequently asking questions in both English and Spanish. He also 
engaged students in both languages as the opportunity arose. Mr. Frost and Mr. La Porte 
empowered peer mentors to check for emergent bilingual students’ understanding, and 
adjusted instruction accordingly. Throughout lessons, teachers were open to opportunities 
as they arose and diligently monitored students’ engagement. By doing so, teachers 
worked “to maintain coherence, ensure that the lesson is responsive to students’ needs, 
and use time efficiently” (TeachingWorks, n.d., #6). By monitoring emergent bilingual 
students’ progress and individual needs as well as engagement with class content in both 
Spanish and English, teachers were able to continually adjust instruction and tailor 
learning activities to the needs of Latino students. 
Communicating with Latino students’ parents or other caregivers in Spanish 
and English. Communicating with students’ parents or other caregivers was an important 
part of monitoring and facilitating students’ academic progress. To facilitate 
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communication with emergent bilingual Latino parents, teachers incorporated their own 
varied Spanish language skills, and, when needed, they sought assistance from bilingual 
school personnel to serve as translators. Mr. Frost used his knowledge of Spanish to 
converse with parents and families during school programs, while making phone calls, or 
when greeting parents daily as they dropped off their children at school. Mr. Smith and 
Mr. La Porte both reported enlisting the help of bilingual personnel to help make phone 
calls and hold conferences with emergent bilingual parents. Teachers sought to 
communicate with parents regarding academic progress and behavior, to seek 
information or assistance, to request parent volunteers, and to communicate about school 
music events. Teachers also used computer software to aid in translating documentation 
into Spanish such as letters and flyers that went home with students. Through various 
means, teachers demonstrated their belief that “Regular communication between teachers 
and parents/guardians supports student learning” (TeachingWorks, n.d., #11). By 
incorporating effective communication methods in multiple languages, the teachers in 
this study provided emergent bilingual parents with ways to stay informed and involved 
in their child’s progress at school. 
Checking for student understanding in Spanish and English. Teachers 
diligently checked with emergent bilingual students for their understanding of class 
content. Mr. Frost checked for understanding by asking his students questions in Spanish 
and in English, and allowing them to answer in either language. Mr. La Porte checked for 
students’ understanding of class content by providing opportunities for them to complete 
the work in their own language. Additionally, teachers checked for emergent bilingual 
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students’ understanding through the use of peer mentors that assisted in translating class 
assignments and tasks. Teachers demonstrated understanding that “frequent checks 
provide information about students’ current level of competence and help the teacher 
adjust instruction during a single lesson or from one lesson to the next” (TeachingWorks, 
n.d., #15). Through frequent checking for understanding, teachers adjusted lessons that fit 
best the needs of Latino students. 
Providing oral and written feedback in Spanish and English. Teachers 
provided feedback for emergent bilingual students in a variety of ways. Mr. La Porte and 
Mr. Frost provided timely, reinforcing feedback for emergent bilingual students who 
were apprehensive about participating in music activities and performance. This feedback 
helped with the students’ musical participation and success. Short comments such as, 
“Great job!” or “Very nice!” served to reinforce student participation. Teachers also 
spoke in Spanish whenever possible, or enlisted the help of bilingual peer mentors. These 
practices allowed for immediate feedback in languages emergent bilingual students could 
understand. By using these techniques, the teachers demonstrated their belief that 
“Effective feedback helps focus students’ attention on specific qualities of their work; it 
highlights areas needing improvement, and delineates ways to improve” 
(TeachingWorks, n.d., #18). Elementary students benefited from oral feedback in both 
languages, middle school students benefited from bilingual oral and written feedback. 
Teachers provided feedback for students that was “specific, not overwhelming in scope, 
and focused on the academic task” so as to support “students’ perceptions of their own 
capability” (TeachingWorks, n.d., #18). 
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Demonstration of Characteristics of Caring 
Teachers demonstrated characteristics of caring for Latino students in a variety of 
ways. They reinforced productive student behavior through their caring actions and 
words, and fostered respectful relationships with Latino students by demonstrating value 
for their language and cultures. Teachers continually analyzed their instruction and 
interactions with students to monitor the effectivity of their actions toward facilitating 
students’ academic growth. 
Reinforcing productive student behavior through the demonstration of 
caring actions that are valued by Latino students. Teachers demonstrated action-
driven caring that reinforced academic as well as social and emotional needs. Mr. Frost 
approached his students in a caring manner, addressing their emotional needs while 
continuing instruction for all learners. When he spoke with Alan and Jonathan about their 
behavior, he was kind. When he worked with Juan, he was caring. Barbara smiled when 
she told me about Mr. Frost’s kindness. José reported talking with Mr. Smith when he 
needed an adult he could trust, and appreciated his teacher being caring and nice. Mr. 
Smith greeted his students with smiles and a personalized hello every day. He often asked 
questions of his students, resulting in cultivating relationships and building trust. By 
enacting kindness and being nice, teachers gained students’ trust, and students reported 
appreciation for the positive, caring qualities their teachers displayed. By enacting caring 
behaviors, teachers provided an environment for students that was important to 
reinforcing productive student behavior where “students [were taught] how to interact 
with each other and the teacher while in class” (TeachingWorks, n.d., #7). In response to 
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teachers’ caring actions, students participated in classes and showed enthusiasm for their 
work. By setting and upholding classroom behavior expectations in a kind and caring 
manner, teachers maintained positive and safe learning environments for all students in 
their music classes, maintained student engagement, and reinforced positive interactions 
among peers. 
Building respectful relationships with Latino students by demonstrating that 
their culture, language, and daily lives are valued. The teachers built respectful 
relationships by acknowledging their students’ language and culture, and by showing 
interest in students’ lives outside of music classes. Mr. La Porte and Mr. Smith allowed 
bilingual conversation in their classrooms, providing students the space to communicate 
with each other in their own language. Teachers also acknowledged students’ thoughts 
and ideas and incorporated them into classroom content.  
Other implemented techniques that were characteristic of building respectful 
relationships with students included “greeting students positively every day, having 
frequent, brief, ‘check in’ conversations with students to demonstrate care and interest, 
and following up with students who are experiencing difficult or special personal 
situations” (TeachingWorks, n.d., #10). Mr. Smith acknowledged his students’ feelings 
and well-being by pausing at the beginning of each class period to ask how his students 
were doing. Mr. La Porte showed his students he respected their ideas by allowing them 
to add dance moves and modify singing styles, providing autonomy within parameters. 
Mr. Frost demonstrated respect by lending a sympathetic ear when needed and by giving 
students the option to speak in their preferred language.  
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Students reported that they respected their music teachers and trusted them if they 
needed emotional and academic support. Teachers’ actions showed their understanding 
that by demonstrating caring for students, respectful relationships can flourish that can 
“increase the likelihood that students will engage and persist in school” (TeachingWorks, 
n.d., #10). Teachers cultivated respectful relationships with their students by 
demonstrating caring, validating languages and cultures, providing a safe and productive 
environment, and consistently monitoring students’ social and emotional states as well as 
their academic progress. 
Analyzing instruction and interactions with Latino students for the purpose 
of improving teaching processes. As teachers incorporated teaching strategies and a 
variety of content into their class curricula, they continually reflected, analyzed, and 
adjusted their pedagogical practices. Teachers consistently studied “their own teaching 
and that of their colleagues in order to improve their understanding of the complex 
interactions between teachers, students, and content and of the impact of particular 
instructional approaches” (TeachingWorks, n.d., #19). They often reflected on their 
instruction individually as well as collectively with other colleagues, deliberating ways to 
better facilitate instruction for Latino students. From our conversations, I learned of Mr. 
Frost’s deep analysis of his work, and saw that he adjusted his instruction based on his 
reflections. Mr. La Porte described several instances in which he had conversations with 
peers about teaching Latino students. Sometimes he received advice from peers, other 
times he offered advice. Mr. Frost and Mr. Smith frequently discussed Latino student 
needs with other colleagues. Each demonstrated a willingness to try new strategies and 
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ideas, and they frequently reflected on the effectiveness of implemented strategies. Mr. 
Smith explained to me how he learned to work with an emergent bilingual student whose 
language he did not speak through implementation of strategies such as signing, pointing, 
and modeling. He frequently analyzed the effectivity of such actions, and adjusted his 
strategies as necessary. By consistently participating in a reflection process of the impact 
of implemented instructional strategies and making adjustments as necessary, teachers 
demonstrated their understanding that “learning to teach is an ongoing process that 
requires regular analysis of instruction and its effectiveness” (TeachingWorks, n.d., #19). 
Acknowledgement and Celebration of Represented Language and Cultures 
Teachers acknowledged Latino students’ language and cultures in a variety of 
ways, and found ways to highlight and celebrate those languages and cultures. Teachers 
elicited cultural information and content from students and parents for use in the 
classroom, and learned about Latino students’ language, culture, and backgrounds to 
incorporate this learning into class curriculum. Through these learning experiences, 
teachers were able to diagnose common patterns within Latino cultures, as well as 
differences between cultures, that allowed them to plan lessons that were meaningful for 
Latino students.  
Eliciting information for class content about cultural customs, music, and 
language from Latino students. The teachers elicited and incorporated input about 
languages and cultures from Latino students in their music classes. Throughout his 
classes, Mr. Frost asked bilingual students for translations of words and phrases he 
wanted to communicate with emergent bilingual students. He also asked students and 
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parents about songs they sang at home that he could incorporate into this class content 
and sought ideas from students, parents, and school district personnel to incorporate into 
his classes and celebrations. Mr. La Porte and Mr. Smith elicited student input of music 
that Latino students enjoyed and to which they could relate. By eliciting ideas and 
content for future classes, teachers tailored instruction toward Latino student needs and 
interests. Rather than allowing Latino students, particularly emergent bilingual students, 
to fade into the background while more English-proficient students dominated classroom 
conversation, teachers sought to glean ideas and input from all students. By drawing 
input from all students, teachers demonstrated that they valued each students’ thoughts, 
opinions, language, and cultures. Enacting characteristics of eliciting student input for 
class content, they sought Latino students’ input daily to “draw out [students’] thinking 
through carefully-chosen questions and tasks and” considered a variety of ways to 
interpret students’ ideas and understanding (TeachingWorks, n.d., #3). In this way, 
teachers checked for understanding and generated ideas and content for future music 
classes. 
Diagnosing common patterns of thinking and development of students within 
various Latino cultures. Teachers noted similarities as well as differences between 
various Latino cultures and adjusted their teaching to reflect their awareness of common 
patterns. Mr. Frost noted differences between Mexican and Puerto Rican students’ 
physical responses to music, and he used this knowledge to carefully design lessons that 
reflected that awareness. Mr. La Porte and Mr. Smith both noted the importance of family 
structure and social relationships within Latino families, and allowed spaces in their 
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classes for students to interact with each other toward common goals. Teachers 
demonstrated characteristics of diagnosing common patterns of student thinking and 
development by becoming “fluent in anticipating or identifying [thinking and behavior 
patterns]” and were able to “work more effectively and efficiently as they…implemented 
instruction and” evaluated “student learning” (TeachingWorks, n.d., #4). By becoming 
familiar with Latino students’ responses and reactions to class content and interactions, 
teachers tailored pedagogies to fit student needs and development. By noting similarities 
and differences in Latino students’ responses to music, teachers designed lessons and 
utilized pedagogies that best suited students’ response styles. 
Learning about Latino students’ cultural, family, and personal experiences. 
Teachers actively engaged in learning about Latino students’ cultures and backgrounds, 
and they sought opportunities to become involved with Latino communities. Teachers 
attended concerts, festivals, and other Latino cultural events, and gleaned experiences and 
ideas that became useful for lesson planning as well as building relationships with Latino 
students and families. Mr. Frost regularly attended festivals and concerts featuring Latino 
heritage and music. Mr. Smith and Mr. La Porte had conversations with students in and 
out of class that helped shape their understanding of Latino families and culture. Teachers 
also sought ways to learn and better understand Latino students’ cultures, languages, and 
customs. Teachers intentionally learned what topics, issues, and music were of interest to 
Latino students. Teachers felt that by deliberately seeking opportunities to “understand 
the cultural norms for communicating and collaborating that prevail in particular 
communities” as well as “how cultural and religious views affect what is considered 
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appropriate in school” (TeachingWorks, n.d., #12), they were better prepared to design 
lessons and activities that best suited students’ interests and best aligned with students’ 
lived experiences. 
Implications for Practice 
Several points emerged that deserve consideration as music educators continue to 
articulate culturally relevant pedagogical practices for Latino students. These points 
included the importance of taking an asset-based approach to research of traditionally 
marginalized populations, the importance of recognizing the variety of subcultures within 
Latino cultures, the importance of facilitating communication with Latino students and 
families, the importance of including culturally relevant curricular content, the 
importance of enacting action-driven caring, and the role teacher education programs 
serve in preparing teachers for culturally relevant teaching. 
Asset-based thinking. An asset-based approach may be helpful when working 
with Latino students and families. Some students and families in this study had recently 
arrived in the United States and were in the process of adjusting to a new environment as 
emergent bilinguals. Researchers urged educators to acknowledge and utilize the 
knowledge, cultures, and languages of Latino students and families, and to consider that 
“Immigrant children who arrive in their host countries speaking a different language 
bring a wealth of linguistic resources with them” (Reyes, Kenner, Moll, & Orellana, 
2012, p. 323). Teachers may find it helpful to acknowledge and utilize cultural and 
language knowledge of Latino students and families, and teach from an asset-based 
approach. Asset-based teaching “views students’ culture as a strength, countering the 
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more widespread view that inordinate achievement disparities stem from deficiencies in 
the child and/or child’s culture” (López, 2017, p. 193). Viewing Latino students and 
families, particularly emergent bilinguals, through a positive lens may lead to “building 
from the students’ strengths—their home language and cultural practices” and developing 
“pedagogical practices that are more consistent with research that supports the use of the 
children’s home language practices” (García, 2009, p. 323). 
Acknowledging differences within Latino cultures. Making efforts to 
understand and making distinctions between various Latino cultures may be helpful when 
working with Latino students and families. One teacher participant experienced working 
in various settings with various Latino cultures and pointed out behavioral differences 
from his teaching experiences between Puerto Rican students and Mexican students. He 
noted how Puerto Rican students were more open with their involvement with music and 
body movement through dance, while Mexican students were more reserved in their 
rhythmical body movement. Teachers and teacher educators would do well to become 
aware of distinctions between Latino cultures and languages to better understand Latino 
students and families. 
Facilitating communication with Latino students and families. Finding ways 
to effectively communicate with Latino students and families, particularly emergent 
bilingual individuals, is crucial to Latino students’ learning. The teachers in this study 
had varied degrees of knowledge of Spanish, knowledge they acquired either from high 
school or college classes long ago or, in one case, through his own further study of 
languages. Being able to use Spanish to communicate with Latino students and families, 
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especially emergent bilingual individuals, was a key component in establishing a comfort 
level and trust for students. When the teachers lacked the skill to adequately 
communicate with non-English-speaking Latino students and families, they sought 
assistance through a variety of means, including the use of computer software for 
translating, assigning bilingual students as peer mentors, and soliciting the assistance of 
bilingual school staff. Even when students were fluent in English, some parents were 
emergent bilinguals. Teachers’ acquisition of basic language skills in the native language 
of students, including subject-specific language, may serve to enhance learning 
experiences for Latino students.  
Eliciting cultural knowledge for teaching. Seeking Latino cultural knowledge 
and implementing that knowledge into music curriculum was critical in gaining Latino 
student engagement for learning. The participants in this study made curricular choices 
that connected to the students’ language and culture whenever possible and appropriate. 
In this study, the general music teacher incorporated songs in Spanish as well as bilingual 
songs. Teachers who worked with older students incorporated popular music of students’ 
cultures. When Latino language or culture were incorporated into the curriculum, Latino 
students and families expressed their appreciation for the inclusion of their language and 
culture. Teachers and teacher educators ought to consider incorporating some aspect of 
students’ native language and culture into class content to engender familiarity and 
interest of both the students and their families. 
Enacting characteristics of action-driven caring. Teachers who exhibited 
characteristics of action-driven caring were appreciated by Latino students and as a result 
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established rapport and trust. Student participants all alluded to appreciating personal 
characteristics of their teachers that had to do with being nice, showing sympathy, caring, 
being passionate about their work, and giving of their time and energy. These were 
characteristics that were valued by Latino students and were mentioned frequently. 
Teachers noted Latino families are known for being nice, caring, nurturing, as well as 
being a passionate culture. These characteristics of Latino families match well with the 
characteristics Latino students acknowledged they appreciate about their teachers. These 
findings indicate that part of enacting culturally relevant pedagogical practices has to do 
with enacting characteristics of caring valued by the culture. Teachers and teacher 
educators who work with Latino populations would benefit from understanding and 
enacting characteristics of caring that are valued by the community they serve. 
Culturally relevant teacher education program requirements. Developing 
courses or experiences within teacher education programs pertaining to culturally 
relevant pedagogical practices, particularly in working with Latino students, may serve to 
better prepare pre-service teachers for working with Latino students. All of the 
experience that teachers reportedly gained in learning about culturally diverse students 
came directly from teaching experience and the experiences sought through personal 
interest. All of the teachers expressed a desire to have been better prepared for the setting 
where they currently teach prior to officially entering the teaching profession. As Latino 
populations in the United States continue to increase, teacher educators ought to consider 
ways to better prepare pre-service teachers for culturally relevant teaching experiences 
with diverse student populations. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 
Findings from this study provided rich data that resulted in the categorizing of 12 
culturally relevant pedagogical practices for teaching Latino students in music 
classrooms. For example, Mr. Frost taught students songs in Spanish and in English, and 
spoke alternately in both languages while teaching. Mr. La Porte provided opportunities 
for students to answer written questions in Spanish or in English. Mr. Smith 
demonstrated caring for his students by asking about their day and remembering things 
about them outside of music classes. Similar studies in other communities with large 
Latino student populations, or in other communities with large groups of other ethnicities, 
may also provide unique insights about specific pedagogical practices for teaching in 
music classrooms within those communities, and may provide deeper understanding 
about each of those cultural contexts. 
The culturally relevant pedagogical practices gleaned from this study were 
specific to what I observed in music classrooms. Conducting similar studies in 
classrooms of other subject areas outside of music with large Latino student populations 
may provide better understanding of whether the culturally relevant pedagogical practices 
found in this study also occur in other contexts. For example, Mr. Frost and Mr. La Porte 
used Spanish quite frequently to communicate with Latino students, particularly 
emergent bilingual students. To communicate effectively, the teachers had to know 
content specific language in Spanish. A study in classrooms of subject areas outside of 
music may reveal the need for teachers to learn content specific language in the language 
of emergent bilingual students for the purpose of facilitating learning and academic 
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growth for those students. Studies of culturally relevant pedagogical practices enacted by 
educators may reveal the importance of implementing the pedagogical practices from this 
study for students in other subject areas. Some research of this kind has already taken 
place in the area of Mathematics (Borko & Whitcomb, 2008; Ghousseini, 2015; Givvin, 
Hiebert, Jacobs, Hollingsworth, & Gallimore, 2005; Hill, Ball, & Schilling, 2008). By 
studying those practices in additional settings beyond music, a more nuanced description 
of these practices may emerge. Furthermore, other pedagogical practices not found in this 
study may emerge.  
This study focused on the culturally relevant pedagogical practices of educators 
with Latino music students through one semester. As I reflect on the impact my early 
childhood teachers’ enactment of culturally relevant pedagogies had on my social and 
academic success, I wonder how teachers’ enactment of such pedagogies will affect 
Latino students in my study in future years. Follow-up longitudinal studies conducted 
over a period of several years with Latino music students, as well as in other subject 
areas, may provide insight as to the lasting impact of teachers’ enactment of culturally 
relevant pedagogical practices. For example, following bilingual elementary students 
such as Nina and Mirna or emergent bilingual students like Barbara through their middle 
and high school years, as well as middle school students such as Gabriela, Luisa, José, 
Gloria, or Diana through their high school years may reveal the impact that teachers’ 
enactment of culturally relevant pedagogies had for these students’ social and academic 
success. Longitudinal studies may further answer questions regarding which culturally 
relevant pedagogies are most effective, and particularly how culturally relevant 
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pedagogies work to help Latino students succeed socially and academically over the span 
of their academic years. A study that follows Latino students through their academic 
years and into higher education may also reveal career choices influenced by teachers’ 
enactment of culturally relevant pedagogical practices. A longitudinal study may also 
include following up with Latino families throughout their child’s academic years, and 
may provide insight as to how teachers’ enactment of culturally relevant pedagogies 
facilitated opportunities for empowerment of Latino parents and Latino communities. 
One of the research questions that guided this study addressed what teachers knew 
about Latino students and their communities. All of the teachers in this study told me that 
they did not feel adequately prepared for teaching culturally diverse student populations 
by their pre-service higher education experiences. Ladson-Billings (2001) discussed the 
importance of teachers being prepared for teaching students culturally different than 
themselves to provide the best education possible for their students. All of the teachers 
cited cultural and language experiences they sought on their own as the only preparation 
they had for working with Latino students. Perhaps an investigation of teacher 
preparation program requirements may reveal required culturally relevant coursework 
and experiences, as well as areas where higher education institutions could enhance their 
curriculum by the addition of required culturally relevant courses and experiences for 
pre-service teachers.  
In schools that I studied, the number of Latino students who were enrolled in band 
classes was disproportionately low. The reasons for this enrollment pattern are unclear. 
The possibility exists that emergent bilingual Latino parents do not understand the 
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process for participation in band. Financial barriers due to costs of instruments, uniforms, 
and other fees may be another factor. The possibility also exists that Latino students and 
parents are disinterested in participating in traditional school band settings. Some 
research exists on student engagement and teacher attitudes (Gurgel, 2016), as well as 
enacting culturally relevant pedagogies to gain student interest (Ladson-Billings, 1995b). 
However, further research on this topic could explore factors that influence particularly 
Latino student participation in school instrumental ensembles, as well as reasons for lack 
of Latino student participation. 
Finally, all of the teachers in my study reported having White suburban 
backgrounds; two identified as White, and one identified as “Mixed,” using the term 
White to describe his mother and the term African American to describe his father. 
National education statistics reveal that the typical teacher in the United States is White, 
suburban, and has little connection with cultures other than their own (Kena et al., 2014). 
Other researchers have reported the comparatively low number of teachers who identify 
as Latino and African American (Elpus, 2015). Yet researchers call for more teachers of 
color with whom students of color can identify that may lead to increased student 
engagement and academic success (Ladson-Billings, 2001). A study that focuses on 
Latino teachers could explore their home and education backgrounds and the conditions 
that led them to become teachers. An investigation of Latino teachers’ path to becoming 
an educator may uncover institutional and social conditions that may need be in place for 
more Latinos to choose the teaching profession.  
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Conclusion 
The demographic makeup of the United States is rapidly changing. Population 
growth, particularly Latino populations, will continue to result in larger Latino student 
populations in schools (Kena, et. al., 2014). Most teachers in the United States have a 
suburban or rural background, a demographic quite different from increasing diverse 
student populations. As Ladson-Billings (2001) noted, “while the K–12 student 
population is becoming increasingly diverse, the prospective teaching population is 
becoming increasingly monocultural, that is, white, middle class, and monolingual 
English” (p. 4). Struggling teachers often leave jobs in schools with large diverse student 
populations, thus contributing to a high turnover rate (Mixon, 2005). According to 
Ladson-Billings (2001), “The question facing most urban school districts is how to 
ensure a faculty of effective teachers when there is high teacher turnover and relative 
inexperience” (p. 16). City schools with large urban populations, many of which identify 
as African American and Latino, struggle to retain teachers for an enduring period of 
time: for example, “In Chicago one thousand to fifteen hundred new teachers are hired 
each year. In Los Angeles, the figure is closer to five thousand new teachers hired each 
year. Is it any wonder that this constant teacher turnover results in school failure for so 
many students?” (Ladson-Billings, 2001, p. 17). Many educators are often ill prepared for 
teaching in classrooms with diverse student populations, and as a result, “the students 
with the greatest educational needs find themselves being taught by the teachers least 
prepared to teach them” (Ladson-Billings, 2001, p. 17). 
According to Ladson-Billings (2009), “There is very little reliable literature on 
	 138 
preparing teachers for diversity, and almost nothing exists on teacher preparation 
specifically for African American students” (p. 8). A review of literature revealed that the 
same is true of literature about Latino students. Studies that focus on culturally relevant 
pedagogical practices that help Latino students become successful are scarce. 
Instructional practices such as teachers learning or being able to speak another language, 
translating documents for students and families, pairing emergent bilingual students with 
bilingual students, and other interactions that impact musical engagement and content 
knowledge are not often highlighted in extant literature. In addition, many inquiries on 
multicultural education, issues of social justice, and other larger beliefs of cultural 
relevance lack focus on specific practices for excellent teaching, and many lack specific 
descriptions of participants, demographics, and socio-economic factors. Many 
multicultural studies provide “little other information…regarding ethnicity and 
socioeconomic level, which are crucial variables in the assessment of students’ abilities” 
(Feay-Shaw, 2000, p. 16).  
In this report, I shared culturally relevant pedagogical practices for teaching 
Latino students in music classrooms. The practices I described encompass music content 
knowledge as well as classroom interactions. For example, Mr. Frost incorporated music 
content in Spanish as well as in English, and held conversations with students in 
whichever language was comfortable for students. Mr. La Porte and Mr. Smith found 
ways to communicate with Latino students and families by eliciting the translation 
assistance of other adults in their school buildings, as well as through the use of computer 
translating software. All teachers allowed for bilingual conversation to take place in their 
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classrooms, and assigned peer mentors to help emergent bilingual students understand 
class content. Additionally, all teachers demonstrated characteristics of caring, and saw 
Latino students as assets in the classroom. Culturally relevant pedagogical practice is the 
implementation of cultural curriculum, as well as the implementation of practices that 
engage diverse student populations and their families in meaningful ways—a smile, a 
song of their culture, a phrase in their language—all of which show caring and interest 
(Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Rolón-Dow, 2005). Findings from this study 
highlighted how music teachers enacted culturally relevant pedagogical practices in 
music classrooms. By learning about their Latino students’ lives, language, and cultures, 
and by applying that knowledge for teaching, educators demonstrated culturally relevant 
pedagogical practices that facilitated students’ academic achievement, increased cultural 
competence for themselves and their students, and fostered environments that raised 
awareness for critical consciousness.   
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CHAPTER 8: EPILOGUE 
As I reflected on the time I spent with each student, my mind drifted back to the 
pig-tailed, brown-skinned, seven-year-old that I was, leaning over my school desk, pencil 
in hand, trying to make sense of the new language I was learning and the new country 
that had become my new home. Initially, I struggled with the idea of engaging in research 
focusing on Latino students, as I was uncertain of my ability to represent a Latino 
perspective to inform my work. Although I am Latina, North American and Western 
European culture primarily influenced my life. How could I provide a Latino perspective, 
not really having grown up immersed in Latino culture? How could I identify with Latino 
students and their experiences in adjusting to life in the United States? I feared others 
would see me as an impostor and feared being expected to know more about Latino 
culture than I actually knew. Only after much self-reflection on my childhood school 
experiences did it become evident to me how much I had in common with the student 
participants I had gotten to know. Their language struggles and the balancing act of living 
within two cultures resonated with my own experience. 
As I reflected on the work teachers in my study did to help Latino students 
become academically successful, I realized the importance of what my early childhood 
teachers did for me. It was because of their carefully executed pedagogies that I was able 
to learn and succeed in a new environment. Based on my experiences as a teacher and as 
a Latina student, I understood the importance of this work from two points of view. 
Findings from this study became more meaningful and relevant as I made connections 
with my own childhood, and I realized the imperative nature of implementing culturally 
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relevant pedagogies to facilitate success for Latino students. The pedagogical practices of 
the music teachers I observed resonated with me, and I was able to isolate specific 
strategies that teachers used to build rapport and facilitate opportunities for learning and 
growth. Through interviews with teachers, I further understood their reasoning for their 
actions, and I was then able to create portraits that captured the essence of their work. 
Similar to Ladson-Billings, (1995b), I was “compelled to try to make this practice more 
accessible, particularly for those prospective teachers who do not share the cultural 
knowledge, experiences, and understandings of their students” (p. 478). By specifically 
defining pedagogical practices, I presented observable and replicable practices that 
teachers can learn to implement to help Latino students succeed. 
The question remains, how do I anticipate applying these findings to my own 
teaching experiences? In my classroom, I foresee serving Latino students in ways that are 
culturally meaningful to them. I foresee instruction in both Spanish and English; peer 
mentors assisting and translating when necessary; homework assignments completed in 
the language of students’ choice; communications sent home in Spanish and English; 
music chosen that reflects Latino students’ language and culture; caring actions that show 
Latino students that I desire their success. While I build an atmosphere of caring and trust 
within my classroom, I foresee conversations with colleagues and administrators that will 
foster environments yielding similar results in classrooms throughout the school. 
Subsequent publications that share findings from this study may help foster similar 
results in schools around the United States and beyond. Presentations at conferences, 
professional development workshops and other speaking engagements may lead to 
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conversations about culturally relevant pedagogical practices across all subject areas that 
may facilitate increased academic growth for Latino students. As conversations ensue 
with teachers, administrators, other education professionals, as well as students, the 
possibilities are endless as to where this research may lead. I view my work as a 
springboard for future conversations focusing on culturally relevant pedagogical practices 
for students of all races, ethnicities, genders, and socio-economic levels; conversations 
where teachers can learn to create spaces where all students can feel comfortable to take 




Conversations for Community Nomination 
TOPICS TO BE 
ADDRESSED 




FOR LATINO FAMILIES 
Teacher Nominees Can you tell me of a music 
teacher or music teachers in this 
school district that you think 
is/are highly effective in 
teaching diverse populations? 
Can you tell me of any 
music teachers in your 
school that you think are 
great? 
Reasons for Nomination Can you describe the qualities 
you feel make this/these music 
teachers highly effective? 
Can you tell me the 
reasons you think these 





Informed Consent Form Teacher Participants 
Dear Teacher, 
 
My name is Denisse Santos-Stanbery and I am a middle school music teacher and a 
doctoral student in music education at Boston University. I want to tell you about a 
research study I am doing. As a music teacher, I am interested in knowing how other 
music teachers do their job, and how they keep their students interested in music – 
especially their Latino/a students. I want to provide you with the details of my study 
below. Please read this form carefully. 
 
Introduction 
The purpose of this form is to provide you with important information about taking part 
in a research study. If any of the statements or words in this form are unclear, please let 
me know. I would be happy to answer any questions. 
 
If you have any questions about the research or any portion of this form, please ask me. 
Taking part in this research study is up to you. If you decide to take part in this research 
study, I will ask you to sign this form. I will give you a copy of the signed form. 
 
The person in charge of this study is me, Denisse Santos-Stanbery. My supervisor in this 
study is Dr. Adria R. Hoffman. I can be reached at (269) 876-9476 or at 
denissestanbery@gmail.com. My supervisor in this study can be reached at (678) 643-
6663 or at adria.r.hoffman@gmail.com.  
 
Why is this study being done? 
The purpose of this study is to see how effective music teachers learn cultural knowledge 
about Latino/a students and their communities, and how they use this knowledge for their 
teaching. By looking for ways music teachers learn cultural knowledge about Latino/a 
students and their communities, I may be able to find ways we can better prepare music 
teachers in the future.  
 
I am asking you to join this study because you have been nominated by Latino/a families 
as well as school district personnel as one that does a good job teaching Latino/a students. 
I am not at liberty to disclose to you who nominated you for this research. I will be doing 
studies just like this in various classrooms throughout the school district.  
 
How long will I take part in this research study? 
I expect that participants will be in this research study for three weeks’ time. During this 
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time, I will be visiting your classroom several times in order to collect data through 
classroom observations as well as interviews with you and three students that you will 
help select.  
 
What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
The following is a summary of procedures that will take place as part of this study: 
• This study will last for approximately 15 school days. 
• Over those 15 days, I will be doing the following: 
o hold an initial interview with you 
o have you select three music students for the researcher to interview 
o interview three music students over the course of the three weeks 
o video record 10 days of instruction in the classes you chose for this study  
o hold two additional interviews with you – a mid-observation interview, 
and a post-observation interview 
• All interviews will be audio recorded for better recall and analysis.  
• All information gathered pertaining to this study (audio recordings, video 
recordings, documentation) will be kept in a secure location in my home, to which 
only I will have access. 
• When three students are selected for interviews, for privacy reasons, I ask that 
you be the one to inform their parent/guardian with a phone call.  
 
The three interviews in which you will be asked to participate will touch on the following 
topics: 
● First interview 
o Personal/demographic information 
o Perceptions of working with Latino/a students 
o Setting the classroom environment for optimal learning 
o Curricular choices for optimal learning 
● Second interview 
o Acquisition of knowledge of Latinos/as and their communities 
o Formal experiences in preparation for teaching Latinos/as 
o Informal experiences in preparation for teaching Latinos/as 
o On-going experiences with Latino/a populations and communities 
o Cultural knowledge and how such informs pedagogical practice 
● Third interview 
o Teacher preparation experiences for working with Latino/a 
populations 
o Recommended teacher experiences for working with Latino/a 
populations 
o Reflection on classroom observations and teaching success with 
Latino/a students  
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If you agree to take part in this study, I will ask you to sign the consent form before doing 
any study procedures. 
 
Audio/Videotaping 
I would like to audio record all interviews, and video record in your classroom during this 
study. It will be possible to identify you in the recordings. I will store these recordings on 
a flash drive in a locked cabinet and only I will have access to the files. I will label these 
recordings with a code instead of your name. The key to the code connects your name to 
your recording. I will keep the key to the code in a locked cabinet to which only I will 
have access. Recordings will be kept until I have completed the study and the study has 
been accepted by my university. It is anticipated that this will be for a period of up to one 
year from the conclusion of this study. 
 
Do you agree to let me audio/videotape you during this study? 
 
______YES   ______NO  _______INITIALS 
 
Storing Study Information for Future Use 
I would like to store your study information for future research related to effective music 
teaching of Latino/a students. I will label all of your study information with a code 
instead of your name. The key to the code connects your name to your study information. 
I will keep the code on a flash drive in a locked cabinet in my home. This information 
will be kept for a period of seven years from the conclusion of this study. 
 
Do you agree to let me store your study information for future research related to 
effective music teaching of Latino/a students? 
 
______YES   ______NO  _______INITIALS 
 
How Will You Keep My Study Records Confidential? 
All electronic data for this study will be stored on flash drives rather than on an actual 
computer or other electronic device. Two sets of each piece of electronic data will be 
created for backup purposes. Both sets will be kept in a locked cabinet in my home, to 
which only I will hold a key. All identifying information (including hard copies) will be 
kept in a locked cabinet in my home, along with the coding “key” with pseudonyms for 
all participants and research locations. I will be the only person with access to this 
information.  
 
The results of this research study may be published or used for teaching. I will not put 
identifiable information on data that are used for these purposes. 
 
	 147 
Study Participation and Early Withdrawal 
Taking part in this study is your choice. You are free to not take part or to withdraw at 
any time for any reason. No matter what you decide, there will be no penalty to you. If 
you decide to withdraw from this study, the information that you have already provided 
will be kept confidential. You will have the right to take the time to inspect these 
documents before deciding whether or not to give consent for participation. 
 
What are the risks of taking part in this research study? 
If you agree to be a part of my study, there are no risks to your participating outside of 
normal, everyday life. Nothing bad will happen to you because you decided to be a part 
of this study. 
  
 
Are there any benefits from being in this research study? 
There are no direct benefits to you from taking part in this research. However, the 
information collected from this study will help me, and perhaps other teachers, to learn 
what makes an effective music teacher of Latino/a students. I may learn something in this 
study that will help other music teachers learn about effective teaching of Latino/a 
student populations. The results of this study will be available to people who work with 
music teachers to use for educational purposes. 
 
If I have any questions or concerns about this research study, who can I talk to? 
You can call us with any concerns or questions. Our contact information is listed below:  
 
Researcher: Denisse Santos-Stanbery  (269) 876-9476       denissestanbery@gmail.com  
Research Advisor: Dr. Adria R. Hoffman    (678) 643-6663   adria.r.hoffman@gmail.com 
 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or want to speak with 
someone independent of the research team, you may contact the Boston University IRB 
directly at 617-358-6115. 
 
The Charleston County School District is neither sponsoring nor conducting this research. 
 
Statement of Consent  
I have read the information in this consent form including risks and possible benefits. I have 





_____ I agree to participate in the study 
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 Name of Subject  
 
______________________________________ ____________________ 
Signature of Subject Date 
 
 
I have explained the research to the subject and answered all his/her questions. I will give 
a copy of the signed consent form to the subject’s parent. 
 
________________________________________  
Name of Person Obtaining Consent 
 
________________________________________ _______________________ 










My name is Denisse Santos-Stanbery and I am a middle school music teacher and a 
doctoral student in music education at Boston University. I want to tell you about a 
research study I am doing. As a music teacher, I am interested in knowing how other 
music teachers do their job, and how they keep their students interested in music – 
especially their Latino/a students. I want to provide you with the details of my study 
below. Please read this form carefully. 
 
Introduction 
The purpose of this form is to provide you with important information about taking part 
in a research study. If any of the statements or words in this form are unclear, please let 
me know. I would be happy to answer any questions. 
 
If you have any questions about the research or any portion of this form, please ask me. 
Allowing your child to take part in this research study is up to you. If you decide to allow 
your child to take part in this research study, I will ask you to sign this form. I will give 
you a copy of the signed form. 
 
The person in charge of this study is me, Denisse Santos-Stanbery. My supervisor in this 
study is Dr. Adria R. Hoffman. I can be reached at (269) 876-9476 or at 
denissestanbery@gmail.com. My supervisor in this study can be reached at (678) 643-
6663 or at adria.r.hoffman@gmail.com.  
 
Why is this study being done? 
The purpose of this study is to see how effective music teachers learn cultural knowledge 
about Latino/a students and their communities, and how they use this knowledge for their 
teaching. By looking for ways music teachers learn cultural knowledge about Latino/a 
students and their communities, I may be able to find ways we can better prepare music 
teachers in the future.  
 
I am asking your child to join this study because your child’s teacher has been selected as 
one that does a good job teaching Latino/a students, and your child is enrolled in their 
music class. 
I will be doing studies just like this in various classrooms throughout the school district.  
 
How long will I take part in this research study? 
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I expect that students will be in this research study for three weeks’ time. During this 
time, I will be visiting your child’s classroom several times in order to collect data 
through classroom observations as well as interviews with your child’s teacher and three 
selected students.  
 
What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
The following are a summary of procedures that will take place as part of this study: 
• This study will last for approximately 15 school days. 
• Over those 15 days, I will be doing the following: 
o hold an initial interview with your music teacher 
o have your music teacher select three music students for the researcher to 
interview 
o interview three music students over the course of the three weeks 
o video record 10 days of instruction in the chosen class(es)  
o hold two additional interviews with your music teacher – a mid-
observation interview, and a post-observation interview 
• All interviews will be audio recorded for better recall and analysis.  
• All information gathered pertaining to this study (audio recordings, video 
recordings, documentation) will be kept in a secure locked cabinet in my home, to 
which only I will have access. 
• If your child is chosen to be one of the three students that will be interviewed for 
this study, you will be informed by a phone call from your child’s music teacher. 
The following are sample questions that may be asked of your child during their 
interview: 
o Can you describe for me the things you do in your music class? 
o Can you tell me about the music you sing and/or play in your music class? 
o Can you describe for me your favorite songs/pieces from your music 
class? 
o Can you describe for me what you like about your music teacher? 
o Can you tell me about how your teacher and your parents communicate 
about you? 
o Can you tell me about how your teacher and your parents communicate 
about school and music activities? 
  
If you agree to have your child take part in this study, I will ask you to sign the consent 
form before doing any study procedures. 
 
Audio/Videotaping 
I would like to audio record all interviews, and video record in your child’s classroom 
during this study. If your child is audio or video recorded, it will be possible to identify 
your child in the recordings. I will store these recordings on a flash drive in a locked 
cabinet and only I will have access to the files. I will label these recordings with a code 
	 151 
instead of your child’s name. The key to the code connects your child’s name to their 
recording. I will keep the key to the code in a locked cabinet to which only I will have 
access. Recordings will be kept until I have completed the study and the study has been 
accepted by my university. It is anticipated that this will be for a period of up to one year 




Do you agree to let me audio/videotape you during this study? 
 
______YES   ______NO  _______INITIALS 
 
Storing Study Information for Future Use 
I would like to store your child’s study information for future research related to effective 
music teaching of Latino/a students. I will label all of your child’s study information with 
a code instead of their name. The key to the code connects their name to their study 
information. I will keep the code on a flash drive in a locked cabinet in my home. This 
information will be kept for a period of seven years from the conclusion of this study. 
 
Do you agree to let me store your study information for future research related to 
effective music teaching of Latino/a students? 
 
______YES   ______NO  _______INITIALS 
 
How Will You Keep My Study Records Confidential? 
All electronic data for this study will be stored on flash drives rather than on an actual 
computer or other electronic device. Two sets of each piece of electronic data will be 
created for backup purposes. Both sets will be kept in a locked cabinet in my home, to 
which only I will hold a key. All identifying information (including hard copies) will be 
kept in a locked cabinet in my, along with the coding “key” with pseudonyms for all 
participants and research locations. I will be the only person with access to this 
information.  
 
The results of this research study may be published or used for teaching. I will not put 
identifiable information on data that are used for these purposes. 
 
I will make every effort to keep your records confidential. However, there are times when 
federal or state law requires the disclosure of your records. 
 
If, during your participation in this study, I have reasonable cause to believe that child 
abuse is occurring, I must report this to authorities as required by law. I will make every 
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reasonable effort to protect the confidentiality of your child’s research information. 
However, it might be possible that a civil or criminal court might demand the release of 
identifiable research information. 
 
If, during your child’s participation of this study, I have reason to believe that your child 
is at risk for being suicidal or otherwise harming themselves, I am required to take the 
necessary actions. This may include notifying your child’s doctor, your child’s therapist, 
or other individuals. If this were to occur, I would not able to assure confidentiality. 
 
Study Participation and Early Withdrawal 
Taking part in this study is yours and your child’s choice. You are free to not allow your 
child to take part or to withdraw at any time for any reason. No matter what you decide, 
there will be no penalty to your child or your child’s grade in the class being observed. If 
you decide to withdraw your child from this study, the information that your child has 
already provided will be kept confidential. You and your child will have the right to take 
the time to inspect these documents before deciding whether or not to give consent for 
participation. 
 
What are the risks of taking part in this research study? 
If you agree for your child to be a part of my study, there are no risks to your child 
participating outside of normal, everyday life. Nothing bad will happen to your child 
because you decided to allow them to be a part of this study. 
  
Are there any benefits from being in this research study? 
There are no direct benefits to you or your child from taking part in this research. 
However, the information collected from this study will help me, and perhaps other 
teachers, to learn what makes an effective music teacher of Latino/a students. I may learn 
something in this study that will help other music teachers learn about effective teaching 
of Latino/a student populations. The results of this study will be available to people who 
work with music teachers to use for educational purposes. 
 
If I have any questions or concerns about this research study, who can I talk to? 
You can call us with any concerns or questions. Our contact information is listed below:  
 
Researcher: Denisse Santos-Stanbery  (269) 876-9476       denissestanbery@gmail.com 
Research Advisor: Dr. Adria R. Hoffman (678) 643-6663    adria.r.hoffman@gmail.com 
 
If you have questions about your child’s rights as a research subject or want to speak with 
someone independent of the research team, you may contact the Boston University IRB 
directly at 617-358-6115. 
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The Charleston County School District is neither sponsoring nor conducting this research. 
 
Statement of Consent  
I have read the information in this consent form including risks and possible benefits. I have 





_____ I agree for my child to participate in the study 
 





 Name of Subject’s Parent Name of Subject 
 
______________________________________ ____________________ 
Signature of Subject Parent Date 
 
 
I have explained the research to the subject and answered all his/her questions. I will give 
a copy of the signed consent form to the subject’s parent. 
 
________________________________________  
Name of Person Obtaining Consent 
 
________________________________________ _______________________ 






Assent Form for Student Participants 
 
 
Dear Music Student, 
 
I want to tell you about a research study I am doing.  My name is Denisse Santos-
Stanbery and I am a middle school music teacher and a doctoral student in music 
education at Boston University.  
 
What is a Research Study? 
Research studies help us to learn new things and test new ideas. People who work on 
research studies are called researchers. During research studies, the researchers collect a 
lot of information so that they can learn more about something. As a music teacher, I am 
interested in knowing how other music teachers do their job, and how they keep their 
students interested in music – especially their Latino/a students. I am asking you join this 
study because your teacher has been selected as one that does a good job teaching 
Latino/a students, and you are enrolled in their music class. 
 
What will I do if I am in this research study? 
If you decide to be in this study, you may be in the classroom during the time your 
teacher is being observed. There may be times that your class will be video recorded, and 
you may appear in part of that video recording. The video recording will last for ten 
school days. Throughout the next three weeks, your teacher and I will be selecting three 
students from your classroom to interview for a total of 30 minutes each about your 
music class. All interviews will take place in your music teacher’s office or classroom 
with your music teacher nearby.  
 
 If you are selected as one of the three students that I will interview, I will audio record 
the interview sessions that are part of this study. This will help me to remember what we 
talked about. No one else but me will be listening to the audio recordings after our 
interviews. 
 
What else could happen to me while I am in this study? 
If you agree to be a part of my study, there are no risks to you participating outside of 
normal, everyday life. Nothing bad will happen to you because you decided to be a part 





If I join this study will it help me? 
Being a part of my study will not help you directly in any way. However, it will help me, 
and other teachers like me, to learn what makes a good music teacher. I might learn 
something in this study that will help other children like you to have really good music 
teachers too. The results of this study will be available to people who work with music 
teachers in order to help them learn to be really good teachers. 
 
What will happen to my information in this study? 
I don’t plan to tell anyone or share your name or other information about you if you join 
this study. However, there is a small chance that other people could find out your 
information. I will do our best to make sure that doesn’t happen.  
 
There are some reasons why I would share your information: 
• If I found out you were in serious danger 
• If I found out that somebody else was in serious danger 
 
Taking part in this research study 
You do not have to take part in this research study. You can say ‘Yes’ now and change 
your mind later. All you have to do is tell me you want to stop. Your parent or guardian 
can also decide to have you stop taking part in this study. Your participation in this study 
is completely voluntary and will not affect your grade in any way. None of the 
information gathered about you will be shared with any teachers or staff at your school or 
in the school district, except if you are in serious danger. You and your parents/guardians 
can take time to look over the information about this study before they decide that you 
can or cannot participate. 
 
Charleston County School District is not conducting nor sponsoring this research project.  
 
Contacts 
If you have any questions about this study, please feel free to email me at 
denissestanbery@gmail.com.  Your parent/guardian may also contact Dr. Adria Hoffman, 
my dissertation advisor, at any time at adria.r.hoffman@gmail.com or by calling (678) 
643-6663. I will also give you a copy of this paper if you want. 
 
I have read and understand the above information. By writing my name below, I agree to 
volunteer as a participant in this study. I understand that all information about me will be 
kept strictly confidential and that my participation will not affect my grade. I also 
understand that I can decide not to continue to participate in this study at any time. 
 
_______________________________________ ____________________________ 
Student Name      Date  
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APPENDIX E 
Conversations with Teacher Participants 
First Teacher Participant Interview 
TOPICS TO BE ADDRESSED SAMPLE QUESTIONS 
Personal/demographic 
information 
● What college or university did you attend? 
● What degree(s) have you attained? 
● How long have you been teaching? 
● How long have you been at your current 
position? 
● What is your background in working with 
Latino/a students? 
● What is the ethnicity with which you would 
associate yourself?  
● Do you speak Spanish? 
● Do you speak any other language other than 
English or Spanish? 
Perceptions of working with 
Latino/a students 
● Tell me about what drew you into teaching. 
● Tell me about the circumstances that brought 
you to this particular job. 
● Describe for me what it is like for you to work 
with Latino/a students. 
Setting the classroom 
environment for optimal 
learning 
● Tell me about your considerations when 
setting your classroom environment. 
Curricular choices for optimal 
learning 
● Tell me about how you make curriculum 




Second Teacher Participant Interview 
TOPICS TO BE ADDRESSED SAMPLE QUESTIONS 
Acquisition of knowledge of 
Latinos/as and their communities 
● Tell me what you know about Latinos/as 
and their communities? 
● Describe for me how you use your 
knowledge about Latinos/as and their 
communities in teaching? 
Formal experiences in preparation 
for teaching Latinos/as 
● Tell me about your formal education (i.e. 
college, university). 
● Can you describe for me how you have been 
formally prepared to work with diverse 
populations? 
Informal experiences in 
preparation for teaching Latinos/as 
● Tell me about experiences you had outside 
of formal education that you feel may have 
helped you prepare for working with diverse 
populations. 
On-going experiences with 
Latino/a populations and 
communities 
● Can you describe for me your involvement 
in your school community? 
● Can you tell me about your Latino/a 
student’s families? 
Cultural knowledge and how such 
informs pedagogical practice 
● Can you talk about how your past 
experiences influence your teaching? 
 
Third Teacher Participant Interview 
TOPICS TO BE ADDRESSED SAMPLE QUESTIONS 
Recommended teacher preparation 
experiences for working with 
Latino/a populations 
● Can you discuss what you might say to a 
preservice teacher about teaching in a 
culturally diverse setting? 
Recommended teacher 
experiences for working with 
Latino/a populations 
● Can you talk about what sort of experiences 
you would recommend to preservice 
teachers in preparing to work with Latino/a 
populations? 
● What advice might you give teachers 
currently in the field working with Latino/a 
students? 
Reflection on classroom 
observations and teaching success 
with Latino/a students 
● Are there any particular experiences that 
stand out in your mind as particularly 





Conversation with Latino Student Participants 
TOPICS TO BE ADDRESSED SAMPLE QUESTIONS 
Personal/demographic 
information 
● What grade are you in? 
● What is your age? 
● What is the name of your music class? 
● What is your ethnicity? (Where are you or your 
family from? 
Participation in music classes ● Tell me about your music class. 
● Can you describe for me the things you do in 
music class? 
● Can you tell me about the music you sing 
and/or play in your music class? 
Preferred activities in music 
classes 
● Tell me about your favorite activities in music 
class. 
● Can you describe for me your favorite 
songs/pieces from your music class? 
Teacher’s involvement with 
Latino/a culture 
● Tell me about your teacher. 
● Can you describe what you like about your 
teacher? 
Teacher’s connection with 
Latino/a families 
● Can you tell me about how your teacher and 
your parents communicate about you? 
● Can you tell me about how your teacher and 
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